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The witch looked surprised to see me, her eyes blinking furiously at me through murky waters. I don’t know why she was so astonished. It was my lake she’d been thrown into; she should have expected I’d come and see if there was anyone worth eating.

It was an unseasonably hot day in early spring. The frogbit was just starting to regrow, bobbing up and down on the surface of the water, little green buds unfurling into the warm air. I was minding my own business like I always do, just doing a quick tidy up of loose roots at the base of the lake. The sunlight was glittering through the pond weed so I could see all the loose debris I hadn’t spotted during the dark winter months. I chivvied away a school of scarlet-finned perch who were crowding around some sunken branches and began to drag them out of the mud.

I like to keep the lake looking neat and tidy. You wouldn’t know it from the surface, but my lake is spotless, with excellent water circulation and the best crop of brown trout in western England. Even my frogs look smarter than those in inferior lakes, though they taste much the same. I may not be human but that doesn’t mean I can let standards slip. Good lake maintenance is important for fish stocks and water quality, quite apart from the fact that I never could abide mess. A penchant for tidiness is not my most haggish feature to be sure, but then I’m not technically a hag. I’ve never been quite sure what it is that I am; apart from a Jenny, that is. Jenny Greenteeth, that’s my name. And it’s my mother’s, and her mother’s, all the way back upstream to the source of all the rivers and lakes in the country. It’s my daughter’s name too, though when she lived with me, I always called her Little Jenny and then she was Jenny in the Millpond by the Willow. I suppose my full name would be Jenny Greenteeth in the Lake at Chipping Appleby, but that’s more of a mouthful than I like so I just go by Jenny. Jenny by name and Jenny by nature is what my mother said we are, silly old bat that she was. Not an actual bat though, I should make that clear. Nothing wrong with bats and they make a tasty snack of a summer evening, but I’d rather be a Jenny. Flying seems much riskier than swimming.

I’m sure your own mother or grandmother told you about Jenny Greenteeths. We make a good story for a winter’s night when the wind is howling down the chimney and the fire is casting long shadows on the wall. That’s the best kind of night for stories. I bet you liked to curl up with a blanket and listen to tales about the bogeymen, the pixies, and the hobgoblins. Jennys belong in fairy stories, and like the other fae creatures, we’re more real than your mothers would like to believe.

If you thought those stories were old wives’ tales, it might surprise you to know that most of what they told you is true. My teeth aren’t green, that’s probably the biggest falsehood, but they are long, and sharp enough to bite a fish in half. That’s useful for a lake dweller. My skin is green, the same shade as the moss that furs the trees around the lake. My hair is green too, if I dry it out, but in the water it looks darker. I think I’m about the same height as a human, though it’s difficult for me to tell. Usually when I see a human, they’re either crawling away from me in horror or floating face-down in the lake. Not conducive to accurate height comparison.

Did your mother warn you to stay away from waters you couldn’t see through? Did she tell you what might be lurking beneath a thick layer of lily pads, down in the silty waters of a lake or river, just waiting for a child to snatch up and drag down for her dinner?

It’s good advice for a child living next to a lake with a Jenny in it, though it’s been a while since I felt up to any of that rigamarole. There’s a lot of eating to be got out of a child and most days I’m just not that hungry. I’d rather stick to fish or frogs or the occasional bag of kittens that some farmer throws in the lake. Right nice of them that is, I always thought, though it takes me ages to get the fur out of my teeth.

I usually get a few bags of kittens in the springtime—when all the animals are having their babies. So, when I heard the splash that day in spring that was what I thought—the first unwanted litter of the year had been delivered by an obliging young fieldhand.

I looked up from dislodging a rotten log and my immediate thought was that I’d have to track down a rabbit bone to use as a toothpick. I peered up through the water to see where the splash was coming from. I like to be quick about grabbing the bag, so the drowning isn’t so slow. Panicked meat always tastes bad to me, and I may be a river monster but I do have principles. My mother used to call me soft for that. When I spotted the edge of the splash at the surface, I noticed the ripples were larger than I would have expected for a sack of kittens. My hearing isn’t the best under water but now that I concentrated, I could hear some humans cheering. Or maybe humans laughing, or maybe even screaming. It’s difficult to tell the difference, humans are always making a noise for some reason or another. Maybe they’d rolled a cart or something into the lake and were going to make a big fuss about hauling it out. That would be entertaining indeed. The villagers are wary of my lake and if I sneaked up and grabbed one of their ankles they’d be guaranteed to shriek loud enough to wake the dead. I chuckled at the thought.

Either way I wanted to investigate this disturbance, so I pushed off from the bottom and shot off through the water. I could feel my long hair streaming behind me as I swam, freshly combed out this morning, and I enjoyed the sense of the sunlight dappling on my skin. I opened my mouth to taste the lake water. There was something metallic that I could smell, possibly blood of some kind, but not much of it. The splash had come from the village side of the lake, and it took me a few minutes to swim over. I came up to just below the surface and peered through the frogbit.

A small crowd of humans was gathered on the shore, waving their little pink arms in the air. I didn’t recognise any of their faces, but they all wore the dull linen clothes humans in the village had been wearing for hundreds of years, brown kirtles and britches and greying shirts. The people all looked much the same to my eyes, mostly too young for me to know any by name but too old to be playing childish games on my banks. One human, a male I thought, was standing facing away from me and shouting. He wore a big black hat and a dark overcoat of some kind, newer and less patched than the clothes of the others. He turned a bit so I could glimpse his face, small eyes and a pursed little mouth. His expression was twisted in anger, and he was pointing back at my lake. I thought he looked even sillier than the rest of them and sank back down from the surface.

Satisfied that the humans weren’t going to come barging into the lake I looked around for whatever it was they had thrown in. There wasn’t anything floating on the surface so the cause of the splash must have sunk to the floor. I floated about a yard below the surface and twisted around to see where it had fallen. There! Just below me I spotted a trace of tiny bubbles coming up through the weeds. I kicked my legs up and dived a little deeper, brushing the leaves aside with long fingers.

To my intense surprise a human was sitting on the bottom of the lake. A female human, I thought, with pale skin and big eyes. She was looking at me with an expression of shock and terror, as if I was a creature from her nightmares brought to life. I suppose that’s exactly what I was. I could tell she was a witch because she was holding one hand up to her mouth and had conjured a small globule of air around her fist. She was trying to breathe from the glob, but she hadn’t quite got the spell right and little bubbles of air kept creeping out of her nose and scurrying back to the surface. Every time she messed it up the main globule would shrink, and her fist would tighten a little, as if she was trying to hold the air there by sheer strength of grip.

I didn’t think it was too clever of her to be sitting here trying to learn how to breathe underwater. Quite apart from the obvious hazard of river monsters, jumping into the literal deep end seemed an extreme way to practise, compared to, say, dunking your head in a bathtub. If this was a new trend among human witches then I didn’t like it. I’ve already said that I like to keep a tidy lake and strange witches jumping in and causing a commotion would be extremely vexing.

I wasn’t entirely sure what to make of her being here, but I did know that a Jenny always leads with her teeth. I opened my mouth wide and gave her my best smile. The witch’s eyes bulged even wider and the glob of air at her fist exploded in a fizz of effervescence. I was sure that now her air was gone she’d be zipping off back to the surface and leaving me in peace. To my surprise the witch just sat there, opening and closing her hand again, trying to regain the spell.

I moved nearer, still smiling my toothiest grin. I have a lot of teeth, multiple rows on both top and bottom jaw, each needle-sharp and glittering. The effect is quite striking, so I’m told, and this has worked on every human I’ve ever met before, usually causing them to soil themselves and scream for their mothers. This witch stayed put. I reached out a hand towards her. She shrank back, but awkwardly, floundering around in the water like a landed carp. I inspected a little closer and realised why she was moving so clumsily. Her right hand and left foot had been shackled together. They were bound with some kind of metal manacles, newly forged and shining even in the dim light at the bottom of the lake. That explained the metallic taste on the waters I had noticed earlier. Why would a witch bind herself with iron and jump in a lake? It didn’t make any sense to me, but witches are a strange breed, even for humans. Perhaps it was a kind of spell that she was trying to perform, which was why the humans on the banks were shouting and waiting for her. I still didn’t think that was a good enough reason to be disturbing my lake.

I waited for the witch to free herself, but she kept thrashing around. I could tell she was getting weaker and weaker, her mouth bulging out with the last breath of air. She looked back at me, and I could see the fear in her eyes. Not fear of me, I thought, the fear of a dying animal caught in a trap.

Maybe, I thought, maybe she didn’t jump in. Maybe those yelling creatures on the banks threw her in. Threw her like a bag of kittens. That seemed an extreme development and not a particularly welcome one. Witches being lobbed into the lake wasn’t any better than witches diving in.

If she had been thrown in, then did that mean I should eat her? I frowned a little. I didn’t relish that thought. I hadn’t eaten a whole adult human in a very long time, and I’d never eaten a witch before. I wondered if they tasted different. It was probably bad luck to eat one. Adult humans were pretty gamey, not really to my taste at the best of times. While I was pondering this the witch gave a final wriggle and then a last bubble slipped between her lips, and she was still.

I sent a ripple of water towards her to check that she wasn’t faking it. Nothing. Her body drifted in the water like a ragdoll.

Was she dead? It was hard to tell without having a closer look. Witches were famously tricky; I didn’t want to go over and give her a prod in case she woke up again and cast a spell on me. I wasn’t sure if I should leave her there or drag her up to the surface. If the humans on the shore had thrown her in, then they had probably meant for her to drown. Too bad for them if that was the case; I didn’t want her to rot here and clog up the bottom of my lake. It would be very untidy. Should I eat her? I wasn’t particularly hungry today, and if I ate now when she was fresh then I’d definitely get indigestion. That could put me off my game for days and I had a lot to do around the lake in spring.

The witch’s black hair floated up around her like a dark cloud. It reminded me of Little Jenny’s hair, way back when she still lived here in the lake with me. She’d had shorter hair then, only down to her shoulders. I didn’t want to eat something that made me think of Little Jenny. That settled it then. I wasn’t going to eat her, I wasn’t going to let her rot here and I couldn’t take her to the surface. I would have to take her somewhere else.

I grabbed the witch by her shoulder and pulled her over to me. She was thin underneath the billowing dress and I tucked her right underneath my arm. The manacles would have been heavy for her to lift, but Jennys are strong creatures, and the weight made no difference to me as I sped back through the water to my cave. One of the pike came over for a look as I swam but I shooed it away. It blinked mournfully at me and vanished back into the deep waters.

I don’t like to brag but my cave is very cosy. You swim in through a submerged tunnel at the eastern end of the lake that leads into a small cavern full of trapped air. Once you climb out of the water there’s enough space that you can walk ten paces to the back wall and ten paces from side to side. There’s smaller tunnels that go back into the hillside but I’ve never explored them much. I keep my bedding section at the back of the cave and arrange my trinkets along the walls. You wouldn’t believe the things people lose in a lake over a thousand years. There are stacks and stacks of old coins, stamped with the faces of a dozen different kings and lords. Glass bottles and earthenware cups; little statues and figurines carved from bone, antler and wood. I have an array of interesting skulls, one of each kind of creature that’s fallen into the lake. My favourite piece is an old sword someone threw in the lake way back when I was just moving in. It is very fine and has some writing on the hilt though I can’t read it.

I even have a will o’ the wisp trapped in a glass bottle to give off light. I can see in the dark of course but I thought it would brighten the place up, so I bought it from the fairy tinker who does the rounds of all the magical folk in this part of the world. That was a mistake as now he’s always dropping by and trying to sell me things and chatter to me. The wisplight is nice to have though, and I like the way it flickers.

When I clambered back through the tunnel I felt as happy as I always did when coming into my cave. There was plenty of space for the witch, but I wasn’t sure where to put her down. I didn’t want her to roll back into the water, but if I put her in my bed then she might mess up my nest. It sounds fussy but it takes a long time for me to organise rushes and reeds properly and I like to curl up small. Eventually I compromised by dropping her on the floor but sitting between her and the water. She landed awkwardly, face down, so I rolled her over. Her wrist and ankle were still shackled together. I lifted up the irons, wincing slightly as the metal touched my skin. Fairies don’t like iron; it hurts us to touch it. Jennys are more resistant to it than the high fae, people are always dropping iron bits and pieces in our rivers and lakes, and I was better than most Jennys. I could touch it with only a stinging sensation, like holding a wasp. Once I had a good grasp on the shackles it was an easy thing to snap them apart. I unfolded her arm and laid her out in a more comfortable position.

I looked around the cave and picked up one of the neatly folded linen dresses the pedlar had sold me. I rarely bothered with them except when I did business with him but humans were fussy about clothes and I thought it would be less alarming to the witch if I was dressed. I slid into it, tugging the fabric down to my knees. Pleased with myself I looked at the witch’s face. Her eyes were closed, and her chest didn’t seem to be moving.

I thought about it some more. Humans are just like other land animals—they like to breathe air—but the witch couldn’t breathe air with all the lake water still in her. I needed to get the water out. It was a new experience for me to think about how to stop a human from drowning. Maybe I could tip the water out.

I picked up her feet and lifted them into the air. The witch stayed motionless. I needed to be more aggressive. I lifted her off the ground, so she was dangling by her ankles and shook her up and down. She swung from my hands, hair trailing on the floor. I accidentally hit her head on the ground and hauled her up a little higher. I swung again. At first there was nothing but then I heard a great spluttering sound and brownish lake water started to spurt out of the witch’s mouth. I kept on shaking her, until the floor was covered in watery bile and she’d stopped coughing any more up. Her eyes were still closed but her chest was definitely moving now. I was pretty sure that was a good sign.

I started to put her down again but realised I couldn’t lay her in the regurgitated water. There wasn’t really another good spot to drop her so I slung her over my shoulder and mopped up the mess before setting her back down. It was hard to tell in the wisplight, but I thought there might be some pinkish colour coming back into her face. I was pretty sure that was a good thing for a human.

Getting the witch breathing was a start, but now that I thought about it, my cave was probably too cold for a human. There are obvious difficulties with bringing firewood into an underwater cave, even if I were inclined to have a fire in my living quarters which I most assuredly am not. Jennys don’t like fire, we’re very much creatures of the water. Everything here is damp, which is just how I prefer it. I scooted a little closer to feel her forehead. She was warm to the touch, just starting to dry off from her dunking. Her clothes were still wet through and starting to chill. I decided to take off some of the layers humans like to wrap themselves in.

The boots were by far the trickiest part of this endeavour: hooks and laces and tiny knots. I tried very hard not to break any part of them but I did snap a few of the ties. I tipped them out over the tunnel entrance and then set them down on the floor. Next were a pair of knitted socks which I squeezed out and hung next to the wisplight. She was wearing some kind of thick kirtle, laced over a thinner linen smock. I could feel some interesting shapes in the pockets but resisted the urge to look. The laces on the kirtle were thicker than on the shoes and I managed to undo them without any breaks. Once I peeled her out of that I draped it over the sword, next to the socks. That left the smock, which I decided to leave on. It was light enough that it would probably dry off on its own now that the kirtle was off. After some reflection I decided to remove the human skull from my collection of bones and hide it behind my bedding nest. No need to alarm the witch when she finally woke up.

Now that she was breathing and out of her wet clothes, I thought about the other difficult parts of keeping a human alive.

She would probably be hungry when she came round. I could go and catch her some dinner, but I didn’t want her to wake up and try and escape when I was gone. I’d brought a rabbit back here once, intending to keep it as a pet. It hadn’t ended well. The stupid thing panicked and ran away and drowned in the tunnel. I hadn’t even had the heart to eat it so I gave the corpse to one of the lake pike. Witches should have more sense than rabbits but they’re still mortals and a half-dead witch who got herself thrown in a lake might have no sense at all. I gave up and sat down again, settling in to watch the witch breathe, her chest rising up and down.

She really did remind me of my daughter Little Jenny. She had the same small nose and big ears and the dark hair on her head was starting to curl the same way Little Jenny’s had back when I first found her as a baby. That had been before I made her my daughter. The resemblance got me thinking about how to make a Jenny. Maybe I should make the witch a Jenny too.

Any Jenny can make another Jenny, but it doesn’t happen very often. We don’t give birth to our own babies. There aren’t any male Jennys and frankly the idea of human reproduction makes me feel a bit sick. We make our children from the unwanted offspring of others.

In the time I’ve been living in the lake here at Chipping Appleby forty generations of humans have come and gone and I have only had the one daughter. She came to me maybe two hundred winters back. I remember it like it was yesterday. The lake had frozen over around the sides and the deer that live in the woods would edge along the ice to drink from the hole in the middle. I don’t get out much in winter and it was even more unusual for me to be swimming at night, but the sky was clear and I wanted to watch the stars. I was floating on the surface near the middle of the lake when I heard a wail like a fox kit crying. When I looked in the direction of the sound I saw a bundle of rags, dropped on the ice and a cloaked figure fleeing back to the shore. I hauled out onto the ice and tentatively scuttled over to grab the bundle.

Inside I saw there was a little baby human, abandoned naked and newborn. It looked up at me with big blue eyes and gave a little toothless grin. I could tell it was a baby girl and dangled a finger in her mouth to suckle on. She was still sticky with afterbirth and blood so I took her into the water to clean her up. She shrieked a bit at the chill but baby humans like to swim and she bobbed around quite happily with me for a while but the lake was cold and I knew she wouldn’t last long.

I remembered what my mother taught me about my own rebirth as a Jenny. I bit my own wrist open and put the wound to her mouth, dripping a little blood down her throat. When she swallowed it I brought her back under the surface and held her there until the water filled her lungs. The little body didn’t last long before the final breaths of air left her but I cradled her in my arms until the change began. The curly dark hair straightened and pikelet-sharp teeth budded in her mouth like fresh grass. The baby blue eyes widened and grew darker, all the better to catch the light that filters into the lake. By the end of the night she was swimming freely, catching frogs on her own and I began to teach her the ways of a Jenny.

Seventeen years she lived with me until I found her a pond of her own to live in and very nice it was too, though she always was a messy child and I fear she doesn’t keep it as tidy as I would like. It had been pleasant to have some company in the lake while she was growing up though. If I made this witch a Jenny then she probably wouldn’t stay that long, being already a grown woman. She might not take to the change well. It was a bad idea, I thought, tucking my legs underneath me.

I watched the witch a long while. I could sense the day was ending; the sun would be dipping below the stand of apple trees at the western edge of my lake. The witch hadn’t moved since I got her breathing, and I was starting to get bored. I decided to pick up one of the stacks of coins and amuse myself by sorting them according to which of the faces on them had the biggest nose. I leaned over her body to grab for the coins and that’s when the witch started awake and opened her eyes.
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To give her credit, the witch only screamed for a minute or so. My face had been a few inches from her own when she’d opened her eyes and I’d been frowning in concentration as I reached for the pile of coins. The frown must have seemed like a terrible grimace. To make things worse I was so startled that I jumped, tripped over the witch’s feet and yelped in surprise.

The witch scrambled backward, knocking over my neatly stacked coins and objects of interest. She looked around wildly, trying to find a way out through the back of the cave and made a run towards my bedroll. She slipped on the rushes and went down hard. By unhappy chance she landed right next to the old skull I’d thoughtfully hidden back there and screamed again.

I reached out an arm to reassure her and she shrank back against the wall. She reached for something in her pockets but realised that I’d removed her kirtle and she was just wearing the thin chemise.

I was trying to speak, but it must have been months since I’d formed words aloud in the air and my chest was full of water. I took a deep breath in and started to cough it up, bending over and retching it out over the tunnel opening. The witch looked at me strangely, bafflement starting to encroach onto her fear. I put out a hand again, raising one finger to indicate she should wait while I continued to clear my lungs. This was deeply embarrassing; I should have thought about surface speech before she woke up.

When I finally got enough air into my chest to speak I turned back to the witch. She had conjured a small fireball around her fist, not much larger than the bubble of air she had been trying to breathe from in the lake. She shook her fist at me, taking a tentative step forward.

“Get out of my way, hag,” she said. Her voice trembled as she spoke, echoing around the cave, but she stood firm.

I took another deep breath.

“C-c-c-c-aaaaa,” I started. Talking was always difficult after a few months of silence. I tried again.

“C-c-c-calm down, witch.” This time I managed the words and smiled, pleased with myself. The witch did not appreciate my smile and the fire at her hand dimmed a little.

“Let me out now,” she said, pushing her magic further to try and fan the flames.

“D-d-don’t be silly,” I said, “You’re still half drowned. Put that nasty thing out and sit down before you faint.” I tried to be firm, conjuring up the strict voice I had used for Little Jenny.

“You can speak? Do you understand what I’m saying, hag? Get out of my way!” the witch said again, taking another step forward.

I eyed the fireball. I really don’t like fire but here in my cave, at the heart of the lake, it wasn’t enough to scare me.

“N-not a hag,” I said, dropping my hand and reaching back behind me.

“What did you say?” the witch asked, brightening her flame a little.

“I said, I am not a hag!” I called the lake to me, a whip of water extended from the entrance pool and lashed through the air. It wrapped around the witch’s wrist, extinguishing her fireball. She gaped at it then looked back at me with a stunned expression. I released my hand and the water whip retracted back into the lake.

“My name is Jenny. Now sit down and stop messing about.”

This time my tone seemed to have an effect. The witch sat, squatting on the floor right where she had been standing. My bedding nest was a mess around her, rushes and reeds everywhere. I wanted to go and rearrange everything, but she was still very twitchy and I didn’t want her to spook again.

I sat down myself so that I wasn’t looming over her. I offered her a smile, but her eyes bulged again and I could hear the breath catch in her throat. It was very difficult not to scare humans, it seemed. I had assumed that witches at least were made of stronger stuff.

I wanted to be polite so I asked her if she would like a drink.

“I’m sorry, what did you say?” she asked.

“I said, can I get you a beverage? The lake water is too silty to drink down here but I keep a few bottles of small beer that I bought from the tinker.”

She continued to look stunned but nodded. I stood up again and very slowly moved over to where I stored my drinks. One of the benefits of the cave is that the drinks are always cool and refreshing so I took two small earthenware cups and poured us each a measure of beer. I made to hand the witch’s cup to her but she recoiled immediately. I put it down on the ground in front of her and returned to my seat, holding my own cup and the bottle.

I could see her watching me out of the corner of her eye, so I took a sip of the beer. It was dark and hoppy, just the way I liked it. I smacked my lips, overexaggerating my enjoyment to encourage her. She picked up her own cup and took an experimental sip. Clearly it was to her taste because she drained the beaker and put it back down on the floor. I drank mine slowly, then leaned over to refill her cup, using movements that felt achingly sluggish.

She didn’t flinch again, but I could sense the tension in her body the closer I came, and she noticeably relaxed when I withdrew.

We sat in silence for a while. I felt her eyes on me, focusing on my rows of teeth and long arms and legs. I wondered whether she would say anything again. Technically she was a guest in my home, so it was my responsibility to lead the conversation. What did humans like to talk about?

I coughed a little and she looked at me.

“Nice, um, weather we’ve been having lately,” I said. The witch didn’t react so I pressed on.

“Very warm for March. Some years we’re still getting snow but this year it hasn’t even rained for a week.” Still no response from the witch. I thought that was a little rude. I was trying my hardest here.

“I, erm, I do enjoy a nice spring day, all the flowers blooming.” I gestured expansively with one hand. We both looked at where I’d waved: bare cave wall. I winced. I was very out of practice at this.

“I like spring,” said the witch in a small voice. She looked surprised at her words.

Encouraged, I nodded enthusiastically.

“Me too. Winter gets very dull down here, and I do like to see all the new life. Baby birds and lambs and tadpoles. Nice to see and nice to eat—ha-ha.” The witch nodded doubtfully. Inwardly I cursed. I shouldn’t have brought up the topic of things I liked to eat. She had nodded though, and that was a good sign.

“Might I ask,” I started, “what your name is?”

The witch looked up from swirling the dregs of beer in her cup.

“Temperance. Temperance Crump,” she said.

“Well, it is nice to make your acquaintance, Temperance,” I said. “Like I mentioned before, my name is Jenny.”

“As in Jenny Greenteeth?” Temperance asked, cocking her head slightly.

“Indeed. I am a Jenny and I am called Jenny.” I tried to copy her head tilt. It must not have looked right because her expression became quite alarmed. I gave up and resumed a normal affectation.

“Have you lived long in the village, Temperance?” I asked, trying to keep the conversation flowing.

She nodded.

“All my life,” she said. To my horror I could see tears brimming in her eyes.

“I’ve lived there all my life,” she continued, “and now I don’t know what I’ll do. All my neighbours—how could they do this to me? They grew up with me and suddenly they’re all convinced that I’m evil. They tried to kill me.”

Temperance kept crying, great fat teardrops rolling down her cheeks and snot beginning to drizzle from her nose.

I was mortified. Crying humans were a new phenomenon. I wanted to pat her knee but I was pretty sure she wouldn’t want me to touch her, so I just sort of mumbled wordlessly. I wanted her to stop so I handed her a scrap of cloth. She took the hint and mopped herself up.

“I’m sorry, Jenny. I’m not normally such a wet lettuce. It’s just, my whole life has fallen apart in so little time. A few days ago I was living with my family, teaching my daughter how to sew. And now,” she paused to gulp, “now it’s all gone.”

“You have a daughter?” I asked, trying to distract her. She nodded enthusiastically.

“Ursula. She’s just turned three. I have a son too, Josiah. Lord, my poor husband. He’ll have to raise them himself now; they must all think I’m dead, drowned in the lake. Benedict will have to explain it to Ursula. My poor girl, she must be so afraid. Josiah’s just a baby, he won’t even remember me, but he’ll grow up thinking I was evil. Oh God, how could I not have seen this coming?” She sniffled and dabbed at her nose again.

“Might I ask,” I began, trying to be tactful, “what it was you were doing in the lake? A young witch like yourself, you should be popular with the village. Witches are right useful to keep around I should think.”

She frowned at me.

“How do you know I’m a witch?” she asked.

I couldn’t help myself, I grinned at her.

“You did conjure a fireball and try to throw it at me,” I said, “that gave me a fairly good inkling.”

“Oh, yes, well I’m sorry about that. You scared me when I woke up. But you don’t mind that I’m a witch? Most people think witches are evil.”

That made me laugh outright.

“God’s bones, Temperance! Look at me! Do you think I’m in a position to be judging who’s evil and who’s not? Besides you’re in my lake now, at the heart of my power. I’m not afraid of you here.”

She wrinkled her nose a little at that and then managed a watery smile. She had a very nice smile, I thought. Her teeth weren’t sharp at all, but they were very neat and even. When she smiled little dents appeared in her cheeks, like a ripple passing through smooth water.

“I suppose that makes sense. It’s nice to think there’s at least one person in the world who doesn’t think I’m evil.” She sniffled again. “That’s why they threw me in the lake. I was suspected of witchcraft and witches float in water, so they threw me in to see if I could float.”

I frowned. “That doesn’t make a lick of sense. Most humans will float for a bit, unless they panic and swallow a lot of water. And you sank anyway because they put those metal bonds on you. They must have known you would sink.”

She nodded. “That’s preachers for you. They care less about facts than about fear. That cursed parson probably didn’t even think I was really a witch, just a woman who was cleverer than he thought she should be.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “They threw you in for being a witch, even though they didn’t think you were a witch but you actually are one?”

Temperance smiled again. I was pleased to have made her smile, even if I did think it was tinged with sadness.

“Maybe I had better start from the beginning.” She tipped her cup back and swallowed the last of it. I refilled both of our beakers again as she began to tell her story.

“I was born here in Chipping Appleby, almost thirty summers past. My father had a small farm, and he expected the whole family to work on it. He taught me how to till the land, shear a sheep and thresh the wheat in autumn. My mother taught me magic. She had learnt it herself at my grandmother’s knee and taught it to me as soon as I was old enough to keep the secret. It isn’t a flashy magic like in fairy stories. I don’t know the spells a great wizard like Merlin or Ceridwen would use. What I learnt instead was practical magic. How to ease the birth of a calf or a child, how to pickle or salt food so it keeps long into the winter. She taught me the best spells to sing when I sowed barleycorn so the crop would grow fast and strong.

“I learnt to spark fire within my fingers to light damp wood and to conjure air to ease the breaths of a dying man. My mother told me never to call it magic, even among ourselves, but that was what it was.”

I settled back on my haunches as Temperance spoke. Her breathing had slowed to what I thought was a normal pace for a human and she smiled to herself as she spoke of her mother.

“Ma was what the village called a cunning woman. People came from all over to buy her medicines and ask for her help. She always gave it, charging those that could afford it and gifting those that couldn’t. When she died, I knew it would be my turn to serve and to pass on the knowledge to my daughters.

“So that is what I did. When I was one and twenty I started stepping out with Benedict Crump. He was a few years older than me and had his own farm. Best of all he was sweet and kind and pleased to be courting a cunning woman and we wed the next spring. I waited five years for our first child to be born, using all the spells and prayers I knew and finally I had my Ursula. Two years later I had Josiah. I was happy with my family. There was always work to do, mouths to feed and grazes to heal, but I have ever liked to be busy.

“The trouble began this winter. We had a new parson move to the village. A widower named Asa Braddock. The whole village sat in St. Swithin’s Church the first Sunday to hear him preach. We had been six months since the old parson died and the village was keen for spiritual comfort. I had scrubbed my two babies clean for the occasion and pressed Benedict’s good shirt. He had given me a kiss in thanks and we walked off to the service hand in hand. That was the last time I knew peace.”

Temperance paused to drink, her knuckles paling as she gripped the cup. She set it down and squared her shoulders, ready to begin again.

“Asa Braddock walked into the nave, his nose held high in the air as if he was better than us. He wore new black robes, clean and unpatched, and he twitched them around his feet so as not to dirty them. When he looked out at the congregants, I felt every villager squirm a little. Where we had previously sat proudly in our Sunday best now we felt shabby, out of place and unworthy to sit in church.

“Parson Braddock waited until everyone was off kilter and then began. His sermon was vicious. He condemned us as having sin in our hearts, embracing luxuries and the Devil and turning away from the true faith. ‘Papist fripperies!’ he thundered, pointing a long bony finger at each villager where they sat. He called for us to return to the church and practise good Protestant values. The whole village was quaking in their boots. A baby started to wail and its mother scurried to soothe it. Parson Braddock looked out at us and accused us of worse and worse things. Then he dropped his voice and hissed at us.

“‘There are witches abroad!’ he said.

“I knew right then that there would be trouble coming. We all left that church chastised and quiet. That didn’t last. Within the week the village was buzzing with rumours. Parson Braddock denounced witchcraft again the next week, and every week after. Witches drank the blood of children, he said, they consorted with the Devil and cursed good, pious folk. Soon people were coming forward with stories of witchcraft: a sick child, a failed crop. No names were mentioned but I could feel the village starting to look at me. It was like they had been possessed. People who had brought me their babies sick with colic or measles now crossed the road to avoid me. Helping people had brought such joy to my life, I felt the absence like a missing tooth. My kitchen had been full of gossip and chatter, now it was empty. I put away my herb collection and buried my spell book out in the woods. As I shovelled the earth onto the grimoire, neatly wrapped in a cowhide, it felt like I was digging my own grave. When I came home Benedict looked at the soil trapped under my fingernails and I saw my own fear reflected back at me in his eyes.

“Finally, the day before yesterday, it happened. Benedict had gone out to plough the northern fields. He’d left early and I was alone with the children. I was sweeping the front yard, trying to look meek and unassuming. Pastor Braddock came strolling down the path towards me, flanked by Hezekiah Bone. Hezekiah had never liked me, she’d wanted Benedict to court her instead, and she’d always been bitter that she’d ended up married to Oliver Bone. He was a decent man but he wasn’t as handsome as Benedict and his fields were poorer and smaller.

“Hezekiah stood in my front yard and pointed at me. She smiled nastily.

“‘Her,’ she said, speaking loudly and clearly, ‘Temperance Crump. She’s a witch. She put a pox on my husband’s crops. She caused our cow to drop a two-headed calf. She’s made a deal with the Devil so as to enrich herself.’ She spat on the ground at my feet.

“Parson Braddock looked at me with his small pale eyes.

“‘Temperance Crump,’ he said, ‘I am arresting you on the most serious and evil charges of witchcraft. You will be confined under the church and tried for your crimes.’

“At first I thought it must be a bad dream, but then I heard the sound of my Ursula running out to greet the villagers. She clung to my skirts and Hezekiah stepped forward to wrench her away. I slapped at her hand and she leapt back, howling that I had slashed her with my devilish nails.

“Parson Braddock moved forward then and grabbed my arm. He was stronger than he looked and twisted it painfully behind my back. I cried out and Ursula started to sob. The pastor—”

Temperance choked. I moved forward instinctively but she waved a hand at me and I retreated. My presence would hardly be soothing to her.

“The pastor, he, he hit her. He backhanded her so hard that she flew across the grass and landed against the house with a crack. Hezekiah seized her and carried her back inside the house. Parson Braddock hauled me away as I screamed. I was too upset to try any spells, and I don’t really know any defensive ones anyway. He dragged me to the church and threw me in one of the anchorite cells. He kept me locked in there all that day and the night with nothing to eat or drink. I was wild with worry about my children, about Benedict. The sound of Ursula hitting the wall of the house echoed inside my head till I screamed aloud to try to block it out. Once I started screaming I couldn’t stop; I called for my husband, for my children, even for my mother, though she was ten years dead. It was the longest night of my life.

“The next morning two farm labourers hauled me out of my cell and into the town square. Benedict had been placed in the village stocks and he called out to me as I passed. I twisted to try to get to my husband and bit the hand of one of my captors, but he yelped and struck me across the face, hard enough to make me dizzy. I heard Benedict yelling at the man. The other labourer laughed at him.

“‘You just mind your manners, Mr. Crump. As soon as your slatternly witch of a wife is tried I’m sure you’ll snap out of her spell and be out of those stocks before you know it.’

“I almost started screaming again at that. If they weren’t going to let Benedict vouch for me then surely Parson Braddock would win his case. I tried to order my thoughts, to think of an argument that would prove my innocence but my mind was too panicked.

“The two men dragged me in front of a small crowd of villagers. Parson Braddock was there, looking black and grim as a raven. He began to list my crimes, pointing out Hezekiah and citing her accusations as fact. When I tried to speak, he told the man who had hit me to cover my mouth to stop my ‘wicked spells.’

“After that I don’t remember much. Hezekiah was the only one to openly denounce me but no one spoke up for me or my family. I saw the faces of my oldest friends in the crowd. Some were tear-stained, others looked scared. I longed for them to meet my gaze, for any of them to offer silent comfort; their grim faces were more isolating than all Hezekiah’s crowing. Parson Braddock expounded grandly on the nature of evil. He took full credit for having ‘sniffed out the witch.’ He did not call for a vote nor did he allow me to speak.

“Eventually he declared that I would be judged by God. He brought forth iron manacles and bound my right hand to my left foot. Then he led the crowd out to the lake, my two guards carrying me behind.

“He made a final prayer on the banks of the lake for God to judge my soul and smite down wickedness. I could hear Benedict still shouting in the village but then the Parson told the crowd of villagers to scream and shout, to pray for judgement. Soon all I could hear was their roaring. Then they threw me in.

“I’m a fair swimmer, I grew up in and out of the Caerlee river, upstream of where it flows into your lake. But when I was thrown in I forgot everything, I panicked and twisted in the water. The weight of the manacles and the awkward positioning of my limbs was preventing me from staying afloat and I was dragged down through the waters. I managed to get my left arm in front of my mouth and conjured up the air spell. I was breathing again but how long would that last? I didn’t know a spell to break the handcuffs and the air would eventually run out.

“Then I saw you. I thought—forgive me, Jenny—but for a moment I thought that Pastor Braddock was right. I thought the Devil had come to drag me down to Hell, that I was evil after all. Then I lost the spell and blacked out. When I woke up I was here with you.”

Temperance was quiet for a while, sipping her beer and staring at the wall. I let her sit in silence for a bit. Then I tentatively spoke.

“How horrible that Pastor Braddock sounds. I wonder why he is so angry at witches?”

Temperance gave me a wobbly smile.

“I don’t know, Jenny.”

“Well, he failed because you didn’t drown—I rescued you, and I’m right glad I did. He seems very stupid. When you are feeling better I can take you up to the surface. If you go out the far side of the lake you can follow the Caerlee as it flows south and that will take you to the Oxford road. You can walk to Oxford and find a new farm to live on.”

I was pleased with the plan, and with my knowledge of the lands beyond Chipping Appleby. Most Jennys didn’t know that. I was disappointed when Temperance didn’t smile again.

“I can’t leave my babies, leave Benedict. What would I do in Oxford? I’ve no money, no relations outside the village.”

“Oh, money’s easy,” I said, pointing over at the pile of coins beside her. “People are always throwing money in lakes. You can take as much as you like. Some of it is quite old but there’s lots of different types. I traded just one for this wisplight here, and a waterproof bag to carry it in!”

Temperance’s eyes widened as she took in the glowing bottle and then looked back down at the money.

“Jenny, these are gold coins! You’ve got hundreds of them.”

I grinned at her, forgetting myself, “Yes, they’re pretty, aren’t they? I like the way they gleam in the light. I am sure you could buy another farm with them.”

“Jenny, this is a fortune, I could buy the whole village with this much coin.”

“Ah well, why don’t you try that? They can’t kick you out if you own the village.”

Temperance shook her head, “I don’t think it works quite like that, Jenny. With a few of these coins I could buy a new farm, though. I could send for Benedict and the children to come and—” She stopped short. “I’m sorry Jenny, I couldn’t accept your money, especially after you just saved my life. I’ll come up with another way.” She looked sad.

I frowned at her.

“Please take the money if you need it. It’s been sitting here with me for hundreds of years, I only spend it now and then when I want something I can’t get here. I’d much rather some of it be put to use.”

“That would be a huge imposition,” Temperance started, then paused. “Did you say hundreds of years? How old are you?”

That was a difficult question. I remembered at least a thousand winters but beyond that I’d rather lost count. I settled for saying simply that I was very old, older than the village church. That startled her.

“St. Swithin’s was built in 1218!” she said. I shrugged. I wasn’t totally certain I knew what the year was now by the human counting.

“If you say so. It doesn’t seem that long ago to me. So you can see I am perfectly happy here and you should take some of the coins.”

I could see Temperance wrestling with herself. Eventually she seemed to come to a decision.

“I will accept your offer and borrow five gold coins. Hopefully when I send for Benedict he can sell his farm and I can repay you.”

I was surprised. “You would come back here to give the coins back?”

“Of course!”

I smiled widely. She flinched but only a little.

“It’s a deal!”

Temperance slouched back, clearly tired from telling her story. My sense of the outside was telling me that it was late now, a few hours before midnight.

“I will go and fetch some dinner. You can eat and then go to sleep. Tomorrow night I will take you back to the surface with the coins.”

She smiled at me and I hugged that smile to myself as I slipped back down the tunnel. Since there would be two of us eating I decided to catch a fish for dinner. I came out into the lake and found the pike floating by the tunnel entrance. He was a wily one. I had been known to give him the other half of my catch so he followed me as I located a sleeping school of bream and snatched one. I waved my hand at him but he blinked big pikeish eyes at me and trailed me all the way back to the cave, even when I stopped to dig up some reed tubers.

Despite Temperance’s smiles I had half expected her to make a break for it as soon as I left. To my surprise she was sitting where I had left her, knees tucked up under her chin and leaning on the wall. I clambered out and smacked the bream on the floor to kill it. I knew that humans were fussy eaters—always throwing fish innards back into the lake rather than eating them. I usually just golloped the fish down whole so it took me a while to locate a knife and gut the fish properly. I dropped the guts back into the lake and the pike snaffled them up and then swam back out. I presented the fish to Temperance along with half of the tubers.

She looked at it.

“Would you like me to cook it?” she said.

“As in, burn it?” I asked. She wrinkled her nose at me.

“No! I won’t burn it. Let me show you.” She conjured a smaller ball of fire in her hand and began to pass it over the fillets. Then she stopped and put the fire out.

“I’m sorry, you don’t like fire do you?” she said.

I shook my head but said, “Go on, I want to see.”

Temperance lit the fire again and held her hand over the fish, muttering something under her breath. The fish meat changed, going from a waxy translucent pink to a flaky white. True to her word they didn’t burn. She repeated the process for the tubers then served half of the food to me on an earthenware plate from my wall of trinkets. I gave the food a sniff. It smelt very strange. I took a small bite. It wasn’t bad, just different.

I finished it off quickly, realising as I took the last tuber that humans didn’t usually eat face first from the plate. I looked at Temperance and saw that she was eating with her hands, pointedly not looking at me. That meant she had looked at me and been embarrassed and was now looking away. Humans were very complicated.

When she finished eating Temperance washed the plate in the entrance pool and then dried it with a bit of her skirt. I consulted my bedding nest and fished out the least raggedy blanket. She took it from me a little tentatively but wrapped herself up in it willingly enough. Satisfied that my guest was as comfortable as possible I scuttled past her and began to tidy up my bedding. I put the skull back with the others and rearranged the reeds into the nest I liked. I folded myself up into it and said good night. Temperance said good night too, but I could tell she was still a little uneasy. I stayed as still as I could and breathed deeply but I don’t think it fooled her. I fell asleep for real eventually, still listening to her shallow breathing and the faint lapping of the water at the cave entrance.
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I slept as deeply as a sunken log and when I woke up Temperance was still there, staring at the mossy wall of the cave in the flickering wisplight. I wasn’t sure if she had slept at all. The purple spots many humans have under and around their eyes seemed larger and darker than before. I wondered if she continued to stay awake, would she turn purple all over or just continue to pale?

I was stiff from my sleep and wanted to get up. I coughed loudly and rustled the reeds and branches of my nest more than I usually do. I didn’t want to startle her but Temperance stayed still, her chin resting on her knees. Her face was perfectly blank and pale, devoid of any expression, even when I scuttled past her to dangle my feet in the water. I looked back at her and tried to smile without showing any of my teeth. This was difficult to manage and a few of the first row popped out. I gave up and stopped smiling.

“Good morning, Temperance,” I said in greeting.

She looked over me and returned a weak smile.

“Good morning, Jenny.” Her voice was gravelly and dry and she resumed staring at the wall.

I stood awkwardly behind her. I didn’t know whether to go about my morning routine as normal. I usually went for a quick swim and then tidied up the cave before heading out again to spend the day in the lake. It seemed that it would be impolite to leave my guest here alone and unentertained, but perhaps my presence was making her more uncomfortable. I decided to split the difference and jumped in the water to freshen up. Even though my cave is damp and dank I do sometimes feel dried out after a long sleep out of the water. Most Jennys sleep in their lakes but I have always liked having somewhere dry to keep my bits and pieces, and after a while I started sleeping there too. It is always pleasant, though, to dive back in and feel the cool lake revitalising me. The water was cold and crisp and I ducked underneath to brush out my hair.

Once I had soaked to my satisfaction I reluctantly hauled out into the cave again and began to straighten everything up. I redid my bedding nest and ran a rag over my stacks of trinkets and treasures. It doesn’t get particularly dusty down here but it is important to keep everything clean and free from mould. Some of my older treasures rotted right away before I realised that I needed to clean them regularly.

Temperance had paused from her introspection and was watching me with an expression that seemed amused.

“I would not have expected such diligent housewifery from a lake dweller such as yourself,” she said. “This place is spotless. You may come and help me clean the farmhouse any time you run out of work here.”

“You don’t like to do it yourself?” I asked, picking up a small icon of a cloaked figure so I could wipe under the folds in the wood.

“Heavens no,” Temperance said, “I’ve never cared for it much. Benedict likes things to be neat, and I do what I can to keep the place tidy, but with two children and a kitchen full of visitors all wanting their ailments tended to, it can get out of control fast.”

“Ah children, yes,” I said. “When my daughter was young it was impossible to keep the cave orderly. I would send her out to play in the lake while I cleaned in here, then send her in here so I could tidy the lake.” I smiled at the thought of Little Jenny building towers and castles out of mud she had brought up from the lake floor. It had driven me mad at the time but I missed it now.

Temperance started at my words. “You have a daughter?” she exclaimed, eyes widening. I nodded, still smiling, though I tried to cover my teeth again.

“Of course, Little Jenny. She lives in the millpond at Winchford. She must be nearly two hundred winters old now. I visit her there occasionally and sometimes she comes here.”

“Goodness,” said Temperance, “what a thing to think about.” She paused for a while then said, “Well in that case you must know what it is like to miss your children. I am missing my Ursula and Josiah very much this morning. I am worried especially about Ursula, she must be so frightened after seeing me dragged away. I have been praying that Benedict has been released and is caring for them.”

Her voice was so sad. I badly wanted to pat her shoulder but I was sure the touch of my long nails would panic her. I tried to cluck sympathetically but it came out as more of a gurgle. I think she took it as it was meant, though.

After a moment Temperance shrugged her shoulders and pasted on a smile.

“What time of day is it at the surface, Jenny?” she asked.

I thought about it.

“A few hours after dawn,” I said, “before the time when the church bell rings for midday.”

She considered this. “So around ten in the morning?”

I shrugged, copying her earlier movement. I didn’t concern myself much with the human accounting of time. I knew the hours of church services that were announced by the sound of bell-ringing but even they seemed to change as the years went by.

“When will you take me to the surface?” she asked, starting to gnaw a little on her bottom lip.

“Whenever you like,” I said. “There aren’t any farmhouses near the south side of the lake but it might be better to go at night. Humans have very bad night-sight and no one will see you then.”

Temperance continued to chew her lip.

“The problem with that, Jenny, is that I also have very bad night-sight. I don’t know if I can make it through the woods to the Oxford road after night falls.”

“Hmmmm.” She made a good point but going by daylight seemed dangerous too. I asked if she wasn’t worried about running into the villagers if she left during the day.

“I think maybe if I left now then I could get a good day’s walk in before having to stop overnight. It’s a Sunday today so everyone will be at church until midday.” Temperance looked eager to go.

I didn’t blame her for wanting to leave so soon. I loved my cave but it wasn’t designed for human habitation and in her eyes I was probably still the nightmarish monster who had trapped her here. Her excuse wasn’t even that flimsy. It did make sense for her to leave while the village was at church, and it would be another week before such an opportunity arose.

I nodded and reached behind me for the waterproof bag I had bought from the tinker with the wisplight.

“Here,” I said, handing it to her. “Pack your clothes in this. You can get dressed on the banks and then you won’t have to walk in wet clothes all day.”

She took the bag tentatively and picked up the socks and boots then hesitated. I realised I was standing in front of where I had hung her kirtle and she didn’t want to come that close to me. I jumped back at once.

“I’ll just go and check there’s no one at the surface, shall I?” I said and slipped into the pool. The lake water still had the chill of winter to it despite the warm spring sunshine above. I kicked off from the bottom and swam a circuit of the lake, staying low enough from the surface to avoid being seen. The banks were deserted. Satisfied I wasn’t about to be spotted I broke the surface and took a breath of the fresh morning air. It was unusual for me to do this but I wanted to be sure there was no one on the streets of the village or hanging around the houses that were nearest to the lake.

I couldn’t see a single human, only an arrowhead of geese flying north through the cloudless sky. No movement on land, not even the rustle of a field mouse. I stayed there a little longer, just to be sure there was no one in sight. Finally, satisfied the village was all at church, I dipped back into the water and sank to the bottom.

When I returned to the cave Temperance had finished packing up her things and was trying to braid her hair into a neat plait. She wasn’t having much success; the dark curls were knotted from her dunking in the lake and kept springing out at odd angles. Her brows were furrowed together in concentration.

When she saw me she dropped her hands and gave me a questioning look.

“No one on the banks,” I said. “Are you ready to go? I’ll have to carry you through the tunnel; you should conjure up another bubble of air to breathe from.”

She nodded but looked uncomfortable, twisting her hands. I was a little irritated by that. I knew she didn’t want me to touch her but there really was no other way for me to get her out again.

“Um, Jenny,” Temperance started then stopped, looking even more awkward.

“What?” I asked, a bit grumpily I’ll admit. She gulped but carried on.

“Last night, you said you might loan me some… I mean if you’ve changed your mind that is understandable, but I was wondering if you still…”

Realisation dawned on me. She was talking about the coins. I had assumed that was settled already.

“You mean you didn’t pack them yet?” I asked, surprised. She shook her head vigorously.

“Oh. Well in that case…” I skirted around her and picked up a double handful of coins. “Take what you need.”

Temperance considered the hoard I was holding out to her. She selected four large gold coins and a dozen of the smaller coppers. She looked up at me and smiled.

“I think the coppers should be much less than the fifth gold piece I asked for, but I’ll need some small change for the road. I don’t want to have to pay for lodging and a meal with a coin worth more than the inn.”

“You should take the fifth gold piece as well,” I said, “You might need it when you are buying a new farm.”

She shook her head. “Thank you, Jenny, but no. Your generosity is already too much.” She leaned down to tuck the coins somewhere in the bag. “I swear on my power that I will return to repay this money.”

That was very pleasing. It would surely take her several years to organise a repayment but she would definitely be coming back to see me. Maybe she would even return several times to pay instalments a coin at a time. I was surprised at how happy it made me to think of future company. I had always thought I was content to live alone in the lake.

I nodded gravely and she straightened up, the coins safely stowed.

“Are you ready to go?” I asked. Temperance nodded, holding the bag close to her chest with both hands. I stepped back into the water and held out my hand to her. She took it tentatively and sat down on the edge of the cave, dangling her legs in the water. She let go of my grip and held her left hand to her mouth, whispering something into the curled fist. It was harder to see above water but I saw there was a shimmer in the air, like the sun heating a road in summer. She put her lips to the shimmer and took a deep breath. The shimmer fluttered but stayed in the air.

Satisfied that it was working she nodded at me again and slid into the water. Under the water the shimmer became a bubble, much larger and more stable than the one she had conjured the first time we had met. She took another breath from it, the bubble billowing in and out. I slipped an arm around her waist, pulling her towards me. We were about the same height but I was much thinner; my strength came from my nature rather than flesh and bone. I could feel the tension in her body as I held her by the waist but she didn’t struggle in my grip. When I was sure she wasn’t going to pop the bubble of air, I sank us a little further down and swam into the tunnel.

There was no light in the tunnel and I realised too late that I should have mentioned to Temperance that she wouldn’t be able to see. She squirmed a little as the darkness consumed us. I looked down at her. Her eyes were staring sightlessly and her right hand clutched the bag of her clothing to her chest.

I decided to hurry and kicked off faster than I usually do. The tunnel seemed longer than I remembered it but we were soon bursting out into the main body of the lake. Temperance relaxed a little as the light hit her and we swam through the pond weed and gravel beds of the lake floor. Her head turned to watch as we passed a school of minnows, their silver bodies glimmering in the rays of sunlight. I hoped the pike wouldn’t come out and startle her.

We swam to the far east side of the lake. I surfaced just above where the Caerlee flows out of my realm and turns to the south. Temperance’s bubble popped with a squeak as I pulled her head above the water and she gasped for fresh air. I let go of her waist and she trod water beside me, her chemise ballooning out around her. I reached an arm out of the water and pointed at the shore.

“Over there is the river. Come ashore there and start walking. If you head due east from here then you’ll hit the Oxford road in about a mile.”

Temperance nodded and began to paddle to the banks. I swam in beside her. She slipped as she dragged herself out of the water into the reed beds that covered this part of the shore but caught herself at the last instant. She hugged the bag of clothes and money tight to her chest and stumbled forward, reaching unobstructed dry land and heading towards the woods.

I stayed in the water, watching her walk away through the trees. She turned back to pull on her boots and waved to me.

“Thank you, Jenny,” she called. “I will never forget what you have done for me.”

I felt a little heat fill my cheeks and sank back into the water to hide the colour. Temperance started walking again and soon vanished from view into the woods. I waited a while longer then kicked down and swam back to my cave.

The rest of the day was uneventful. I straightened up the cave, restacking and ordering the remaining coins from my hoard. When the cave was as tidy as I could make it I went back out to the lake and started taking a rough tally of the fish stocks. I had completed one before winter and it was a good habit to do them regularly. But I struggled to keep the numbers straight in my head and the fish were flightier than usual and I kept counting them twice. Eventually I gave up and floated freely in the water. The pike came up and nosed at my feet but I ignored it and eventually it swam away, looking elsewhere for food.

I was thinking about Temperance. She would have reached the road by now and was probably well on the way to Oxford. I wished I could know if she was doing well. It occurred to me that it could be many years before I found out if she had reached safety. I thought about how sad she had been this morning when she was missing her babies. Her husband and children must think she was dead. At least I had been able to send her off with the coins. Humans put such a store in coins that she was sure to be able to get by with what she had taken.

Hopefully Temperance would be able to send for her family once she was settled. They would probably be glad to leave Chipping Appleby now that Parson Braddock had come to take charge. I had not liked the sound of him at all. I thought that he was probably the man in black I had seen on the bank. I hoped he did not plan to make a habit of throwing people into my lake. Temperance had been relatively sensible for a human: probably as a result of her being a witch. If they threw in a regular human then it was entirely possible that they would be frightened to death before I could rescue them. Even if I was able to prevent their foolish hearts from stopping, could I trust a normal human to keep my secrets the way I had trusted Temperance? Having a Jenny in the lake was not something that humans wanted. I had kept a low profile for all these years and I did not want to have to leave Chipping Appleby.

I stayed in the lake, drifting just under the surface, my head tilted up to the air. Above me I watched the sun as it tracked across the sky and began to drop to the west. The sky faded from blue to pink to grey and the evening stars began to wink into existence. I thought about going back to the cave to sleep but it seemed to me that it would feel very empty. I remained floating until night had fallen and the waterbirds had all returned to their nests. Even the fish were sleeping.

Eventually I gave a deep sigh and slipped below the surface. I had been lying there so long that the frogbit was tangled in my hair and I paused to comb it out with my fingers before I went back into the tunnel. My hands were wound into my hair when I heard something. There was a strange sound coming from the eastern side of the lake. It sounded like something splashing almost methodically into the water: splash, splash, splash.

It was probably a deer that had fallen over whilst drinking and was struggling to get up in the mud. I kicked off towards it. I still wasn’t feeling very hungry but maybe I could scare it into getting to its feet. At the back of my mind I also thought of Parson Braddock. Perhaps he had decided to see if he could find Temperance’s body. I wouldn’t mind dragging him down into the lake if he was sniffing around looking for trouble. I doubted he would taste good but the pike would probably enjoy sharing him with me.

I swam towards the noise then stopped sharp. Temperance was kneeling among the bulrushes at the edge of the lake, slapping both hands into the water. She looked tired and muddy, but her face was determined and as I watched she slapped her hands again.

“Jenny,” she called out, in a low whisper. “Jenny, are you there?”

I broke the surface and looked towards her. She stopped smacking the water and waved at me.

“Temperance? What are you doing back here?” I called. She waved again, beckoning me over.

I swam over and pushed up off the muddy banks so that my torso was out of the water. I squinted at her.

“What is it, Temperance? Did something happen? Do you need to take some more money?” I couldn’t think of another reason she would come back so soon.

“No, Jenny.” She sat down next to me in the mud. Our eyes were about level and she looked me straight in the face without flinching.

“I got to the road about midday and I was walking south-east. I was missing my family but I was hopeful. I was sure I could find a new patch of land to buy, and then I could send for my babies.

“But then I got to thinking—Benedict would never sell his farm. It’s been in his family for generations, longer than anyone can remember. It would break his heart if he had to leave. And his brothers and sisters live in the village too, along with all their children. I couldn’t ask him to leave all that behind, couldn’t drag my children from their family.”

She paused, eyes flashing in the starlight.

“And I realised I didn’t want to leave either. Chipping Appleby might be a tiny little village but it is my home. My mother was the cunning woman and her mother before her. I’m not going to let some out-of-town pastor keep me away from my home.”

I frowned, not quite understanding what she was going to do.

“But they all think you’re a witch. And also dead. If you walk into the village they’re going to run screaming that the witch has come back to life.”

She smiled at me.

“Exactly Jenny. They do think I’m a witch. I had forgotten that I was one. I was so upset by my arrest, by the village trying to drown me, that I was thinking like a farmer’s wife and a mother, as if I had no defence other than my husband’s word. But I am a witch! And I’m going to save myself.”

She picked up a package wrapped in muddy cowhide and brandished it at me.

“I looped back north and dug up my spell book. I have a plan, but I’m going to need some help, Jenny.”

“What are you going to do?” I asked. “Curse Pastor Braddock?”

“No, not right away. I don’t know any proper curses or attacking spells. What I do know is healing spells, and one of the spells in my book is for sicknesses of the mind. I can cast a spell that will make the whole village forget that I was ever accused of being a witch. They won’t remember that I was drowned or arrested, I can just walk right back into my home and kiss my children like nothing ever happened.”

Temperance’s face was fierce. “And then I will find a way to drive Pastor Braddock out of town. I was naive and trusting but I’m wiser now. He’ll find me harder to get rid of this time around.”

I considered her plan. It seemed a good one, but I still didn’t see where I came in.

“What do you need from me?” I asked.

“If I am going to enchant the whole village I will need to make my spell very strong. I only have so much power, and for this kind of spell I need a few items to strengthen my magic. I was hoping you would help me find them, and that maybe I could stay with you while we prepare the spell.”

I tried not show my surprise that she wanted to come back to the cave. It wasn’t like she had a lot of choices of where to go but I was still pleased.

“You are welcome to stay if you like, I would appreciate the company. As for the ingredients you mentioned, what exactly is it you require?”

Temperance smiled widely and reached for my hand. She squeezed it tight, ignoring the long, jagged nails.

“Oh thank you, Jenny! I can’t say how grateful I am for your help!” She patted my hand again. “I was thinking about what I’ll need as I was walking back here. Hopefully it won’t be expensive, but it might be difficult to get.”

She put my hand down and started counting on her fingers.

“For a memory spell, I’ll need pansies, crow feathers, anise leaves and a horseshoe. I should be able to collect some of those myself and I bought the anise from an apothecary three towns over.”

She paused and then continued:

“For the magnification part it might be a bit trickier. I need the fingerbones of a murderer, buried in unhallowed ground. I need a hair from the head of a kelpie. I need a candle with a wick of cotton from a bishop’s cassock, and a drop of blood from a fairy, freely given.”

She finished and looked up at me. Her expression was hopeful. I considered the list.

“The last should be simple enough, I am technically a kind of fairy and it is no trouble to give you a drop of blood. The rest I am afraid I cannot produce myself.”

Temperance’s face fell and I sighed deeply. I was going to have to do something I was sure to regret.

“I do, however, know someone who can help supply such items.”

“You do? Who is it?” she asked.

I grimaced. I really didn’t want to say his name.

“Brackus Marsh,” I said, “He is the one who sold me the wisplight, a pedlar of sorts. He’s a scoundrel and a rogue, but he can source what you need.”

“Is he,” she hesitated, “like you?”

I harumphed. She hadn’t meant it as an insult but I didn’t like to think of myself as similar to Brackus.

“I suppose,” I grumbled. “We are both low fae. Brackus is a goblin; he buys up stock at the goblin markets and then journeys around selling things to Jennys, dwarfs and other types of solitary fae that do not like to travel themselves.”

“You don’t like him?” she asked, noticing the edge to my voice. I shook my head.

“Not much. He’s always hanging around and pestering me. He’ll have what you need though—he has a huge pack full of every kind of magical ingredient or knick-knack.”

“How can we contact him?”

I pointed at the ash trees behind us and asked Temperance to bring me a handful of leaves. She came back with an armful, the oval green leaves spring-fresh and bright. I folded each one into a little boat then lifted them to my mouth and whispered Brackus’s name to each. I handed them to Temperance.

“Here, take these over to the Caerlee and set them off downstream. Brackus generally stays within the extent of the river. He’ll get the message. If prior experience is anything to go by he’ll be here within the day.”

Temperance gathered them in her arms and tripped off along the banks. I watched as she knelt by the river and sent off the leaves. I contemplated what I had gotten myself into. I did want to help Temperance but it was going to be a little strange having to share the cave on a more permanent basis.
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True to my prediction it took Brackus less than a day to receive our message and travel to my lake. I was sitting in the cave with Temperance, picking through a bag full of various bird feathers, when a bubbling sound came from the mouth of the tunnel. I looked over and saw the leaf boats I had sent downstream bobbing up and down in the water. They looked considerably battered from their trip and when I scooped them up they began to fall apart in my hand.

Temperance looked questioningly at me so I held the boats up for her to hear. Brackus had emptied out my message and spoken his own back to the leaves. I listened carefully as his voice echoed around the cave.

“My dear Jenny Greenteeth, I was surprised to receive your message and have made haste to visit you. I have pitched camp on the south shore and await you there at your leisure. Best, Brackus.”

His voice was the same as always, affectedly cultured as if he was addressing a fairy queen. It had amused me once, but now it rankled at me, like mockery. Temperance looked impressed.

“You were right, he was quick.” She began to slip her kirtle on, hands fussing at the stays. “Can we go and see him now?”

I shook my head.

“Don’t rush, Temperance. I don’t want him to think we’ve just been sitting here and waiting for him or that we are overly keen to buy. Otherwise he will try to overcharge us.” I crushed the leaves in my hand and scattered the fragments over the water.

Temperance looked disappointed but resumed tying on her kirtle. She had found a length of twine somewhere in the pile of trinkets and was using it to keep her dark hair off her face. She adjusted it now, tucking a few stray curls behind her ears. I considered whether I should do the same—maybe it would make me look less alarming if I wasn’t always peering out from behind a sheet of wet hair. Perhaps later; I had no intention of letting Brackus think I was changing my appearance for him.

Temperance continued to fidget for a while, counting her coins, smoothing down her dress and rearranging the crow feathers we had retrieved from the bag. Eventually I gave up.

“Come on then,” I hissed, my voice a little rougher than usual. “Let’s go and see the pedlar.”

Temperance jumped up and beamed at me. She placed the coins into her pocket and started towards where I was sitting at the edge of the water. I held up a hand.

“Now don’t be too polite to Brackus. He’s a very tricky type of creature—goblins are known to be deceptive and cunning. Let me do the talking.”

Temperance nodded at me, wide-eyed. I sighed and slid into the water. She jumped in beside me and conjured her breathing bubble. I took her hand and we swam out into the lake. This was our fourth trip through the tunnel, and the third that Temperance had been awake for. She was getting much better at it, the air blob was larger and more stable, and she didn’t panic when the darkness closed in around us.

I could scent the woodsmoke coming from the south banks as soon as I emerged from the tunnel. Brackus always burned some strange kind of spice in his fires. It gave a bitter, acrid taste to the smoke, but it made the flames burn black, giving off no light. Useful for a goblin who spent much of his time trying to avoid being seen by curious human eyes.

Brackus knew me well enough not to stand too close to the lake and had pitched his camp further away, several paces from the woods. I hauled out onto the banks, pulling Temperance to my feet beside me. She looked around blankly, not seeing the black flames until I pointed them out to her. Brackus’s camp was a piddling small thing. He had hung a tarpaulin from four carved staffs, driven into the ground. Just in front of this cover was the dark fire, and sat behind it, on a three-legged milking stool, was Brackus Marsh.

Brackus looked much the same as always. He wore his hair short, the brown curls tickling over his pointed ears and out from underneath the red velvet cap he wore at a jaunty angle. A matching suit of burgundy velvet was adorned with an abundance of buttons, carved from ivory, bone, wood, jet. Gold braid was pinned haphazardly in the few gaps between the sea of buttons. His skin was a shining acorn brown, contrasting with his bright blue eyes and gleaming white teeth. He wore the same air of ineffable smugness that had irritated me from our first meeting.

I stomped over towards him, towing Temperance along behind me. Walking upright on land was difficult and I was out of practice. By the time I reached him I was out of breath and in a worse mood than ever. He looked up at me, grinning. He’d known exactly what he was doing when he picked this spot.

“Sweet maiden of the emerald lagoon,” Brackus said, jumping to his feet and grabbing my hand. He bent over it and kissed the air above my palm. “It always brings me such pleasure when your sight befills my eyes.”

“‘Befills’ isn’t a word, Marsh,” I said.

“Of course it is, verdant lady, though it hardly befits me to correct you.” I growled and snatched my hand away. Brackus smiled widely at me, then turned to look at Temperance.

“And who is this delightful young damsel you have brought to me, Jenny? Either my nose deceives me or there is something of a whiff of magic about her, the aroma of enchantment.” He reached for her hand and I smacked it away.

“Don’t you talk to her, Marsh. Your business is with me.”

He pouted. “May I not know the name of this illustrious enchantress? It is so rare that I get to make the acquaintance of such an appealing young mademoiselle.” He bowed deeply, “Brackus Marsh at your service, Miss…?”

“Temperance,” stuttered Temperance. She shot me a guilty look but pressed on: “My name is Mistress Temperance Crump. It is a pleasure to meet you, Master Marsh.”

“Ahh, Temperance,” crooned Brackus. “Such a sweet name for such a sweet lady. I am at your service, Mistress Crump, and you must of course address me as Brackus. All my worthy customers do.” He paused to eye the look on my face then amended, “Most of them anyway.”

Brackus took Temperance’s hand and guided her to his stool.

“Now, Mistress Crump, tell me what I may do for you.” Brackus adopted an expression of humble obedience, his large brown eyes almost brimming with helpfulness.

I slouched down on the floor between them, turning my face to Brackus. His expression didn’t falter.

“I want to buy some supplies from you, Marsh. I have a list.”

“A list of supplies, Jenny! Goodness, and after all those times you told me you never wanted to buy so much as a button from me again!” He leaned past me to wink at Temperance. To my annoyance she giggled.

“What I want, Marsh, is three things. I want a murderer’s finger, some kelpie hair and a bishop’s cassock candle.” I counted them off on my fingers. Brackus adopted a countenance of pantomime surprise.

“Great heavens, Jenny, what would a simple river dweller like yourself want with those?” He nodded towards Temperance. “Is Mistress Crump there truly a great witch?”

I resisted the urge to bite his face off.

“What my business is with these things is none of your concern. Can you provide them or not?” I snapped.

He rolled his eyes, “Hold your horses, Jenny. Let me check my pack.” He dropped another wink at Temperance and bounced to his feet. He snapped his fingers and a large sack appeared at his feet.

“The first article you requested, my malachitinous delight, was the finger,” he paused, reaching into the bag, “of a killer! The deadly digit of a death-dealing delinquent! Well, it just so happens that I have such a thing!” He withdrew a small leather pouch, displaying it to us. “Behold! The fourth finger of Steven Cleghorne: the bloody blacksmith of Catford! His crimes are beyond imagination, he once—”

“Get on with it!” I interrupted. Brackus gave me a doleful look then placed the pouch at Temperance’s feet.

“The secondary item, the hair from a kelpie’s mane. Well, it just so happens that I was recently in the Highlands and picked myself a veritable skein of locks from those most foul-tempered mer-mares.” Brackus brandished a spindle, wound with multiple strands of what could conceivably be horsehair.

“Merely select the colour that is most pleasing to you, miladies.” He bowed again and tossed the spindle to Temperance with a flourish.

“The final, and most unexpected artefact is truly a rarity. Many pedlars have never so much as seen this prodigious item, much less been able to source it. For whom, whom could sneak into a cathedral to steal a string from the very robe of a prince of the church? Whom would then have the wit, the wherewithal, and the wisdom to craft this precious fibre into a candle? Whom indeed…?”

Brackus paused for effect. I put my head in my hands. Temperance was wrapped up in his performance. He paused for a response but sensing that none would come, plunged onwards.

“Well, my dears, it just so happens, that I, Brackus Marsh, am whom!” He stuck his whole be-buttoned arm into the sack and brought forth a squat wax candle, grimy with ash and fluff. Brackus knelt before Temperance and offered it to her with all the pomp and circumstance of a knight pledging his sword. She took the candle with a look of astonishment, holding it as if it was a holy relic.

Brackus sprang back, holding his arms behind his back, looking like a cat that had caught a rabbit twice its size and had just dropped it on his owner’s pillow. Temperance examined the three items carefully. I could see hope starting to bloom in her face. She looked back up at Brackus questioningly.

“Good sir, might I ask how much these items would cost?”

Brackus wrinkled his nose and hopped on one foot. He jammed his head to one side and appeared to consider the question very deeply.

“Dear lady, such items, the very cream of my collection. It would be a terrible loss to see them go, even if into such fair hands. For these divine articles, almost family heirlooms, I must ask—”

“How much?” I interrupted again. “Spit it out, Marsh.”

“Seventeen gold pieces,” Brackus said promptly. “As you are such a beloved and loyal customer, Jenny.”

“Highway robbery!” I exclaimed, “These paltry things are worth no more than two gold pieces. I shall give you two and a half to show willing but not a penny more.” In truth I had no idea of their worth but it was always good practice to argue with Brackus.

Brackus acted as if he had been stabbed, reeling backwards and clutching at his buttons.

“Sweet Jenny, I could not allow these cherished belongings of mine to go for any less than fifteen gold pieces. They are almost irreplaceable, I should not even have shown them to you.”

“Three. And you may return to show me more items for sale in future; I will rescind your banishment from my lake.”

He smiled toothily, “Such an offer is indeed priceless, but I still cannot allow these to go for less than ten gold pieces.”

“Jenny,” said Temperance, looking worried. I waved a hand to soothe her.

“Four. There—I have already doubled my initial offer, far more than you deserve.”

“Oh my sweet pea-green princess, would that I could accept but alas it would bankrupt me. Perhaps we shall not settle our differences today.” Brackus began to pack up, sorrowfully prying the items from Temperance’s hands.

“Now listen here, Marsh,” I began, but was interrupted by a loud sob from Temperance.

She fell to the floor, tears streaming down her face.

“Oh, Jenny, Jenny, what are we to do? I only have two pieces of gold to barter with and if we cannot afford it than I will surely die.” I gaped at her sobs but she kept crying, mewling like a drowning kitten. Brackus looked uncomfortable and continued trying to inch the spindle of kelpie hair from her fingers.

“Dear Mistress Crump, I am sure it is not as bad as all that,” he said. Temperance’s tears grew thicker and her sobs louder.

“Oh but it is, kind sir. I have been banished from my village by a wicked parson. Without this spell I will be separated from my beloved children for ever. A life without my babies is surely not worth living. I will cast myself into the lake to drown.”

“Please stop crying, my dear lady,” said Brackus as he stopped trying to confiscate the spindle. Temperance wailed and threw herself at him, clutching him to her chest.

“What shall become of my children, my sweet motherless babies? Oh, I am the unluckiest woman who ever lived.”

“Please, Mistress Crump—erm, Temperance—do stop your crying. I, ah, am sure we can come to some kind of arrangement. Was it two gold coins you said you had?”

Temperance sniffled. “Yes, my whole worldly wealth. Scrimped and saved for over all the years of my life.” She grasped his shirt, wiping her eyes on the gold braid.

“Well, perhaps I was a little hasty in setting my prices, especially for such a good and worthy maiden such as yourself.” He patted her arm gently and tried to unwind her grip. “Two gold coins it shall be!”

“Oh Brackus, you are such a sweet soul! Truly a gentleman in goblin form. I am so grateful for your kindness.” She smiled up at him, tears sparkling on her cheeks. “Even with all our money gone I am sure my children and I will be happy to live in abject poverty, as long as we are reunited.”

“Poverty?” asked Brackus, nervously. Temperance nodded, flicking a tear away with an elegant finger.

“Of course, all our wealth will go this purchase; after this we shall be destitute. But you are so kind, Master Marsh, to let me spend it here. I shall think of you always when I am serving us gruel and tree-bark soup.”

“Ah, well.” Brackus hesitated. “I am sure I cannot let you and your family be destitute. Perhaps we shall settle on one gold piece. That way you can save your family and not have to eat so much gruel.”

Temperance wailed again, “You are too kind, Master Marsh!” She sobbed anew and insisted on kissing him wetly on both cheeks. He pried her hands off him as gently as possible.

“Of course, no need to thank me, Mistress Crump. If I may…”

Temperance retrieved a gold coin from her pocket and handed it to him. He bit it automatically, then nodded and bowed, stowing it away too fast to see and began to pack up his camp.

“Well, delightful as always, Jenny. I think I had better be off at once. I am due in South Wales tomorrow night and I must needs be on my way. Mistress Crump, I do wish you the best of luck with your endeavours.”

Temperance gave another sob and stepped forward to embrace him again. Brackus dodged it with another bow.

“As I said, a pleasure, and now I must be off!” He grabbed the cloak pegged over his stool and shoved it into his pack. Each of the poles that had been supporting it were snatched from the ground and collapsed like telescopes then tucked neatly at his belt. The dark flames were extinguished with a word. Brackus made a final bow, buttons glinting in the darkness, then snapped his fingers and vanished, leaving Temperance and I alone at the edge of the woods.

Temperance wiped her face and grinned at me.

“Mistress Crump!” I exclaimed. “I offer my humblest apologies. I had thought you an innocent but you are clearly far trickier than I gave you credit for. How on earth did you know that would work?”

She laughed and tossed me the spindle. “Brackus may be a goblin but he’s not so different from mortal men. I’ve met many a human pedlar that could be his brother. All flash and fire when he controls the conversation but avoids real emotion like the plague. A man like that can’t abide a woman’s tears. I knew he’d do anything to make me stop. The final touch of poverty was a bit of a gamble but I sensed he had a soft heart underneath the bluster.”

She picked up the pouch of fingerbones and the candle and tucked them into her pockets.

“Now if I really want to impress you I’ll sell them back to him at a profit.”

I spluttered, leaning over and coughing. I realised I was laughing at about the same time she did and we laughed together, the noise pealing through the midnight woods.

“Do you want to do the memory spell tonight?” I asked when I had caught my breath.

Temperance shook her head, her smile fading.

“I need some time to prepare, think of the best way to arrange the magnification. Can we do it tomorrow, after sundown?”

I nodded and started tramping back towards the water. Temperance caught me up and we stepped back into the lake together.

The next night was a new moon, the sky black and empty. Temperance and I swam up to the surface just after sunset. After much discussion we had decided to hold our ceremony on the eastern bank of the lake, closest to the village. That way Temperance’s spell would have the least distance to cover, increasing its chance of success.

Since Temperance couldn’t see well in the dark, I had to help her mark out the spell circle in the mud of the banks, carving it out with a stick of elm wood. When it was complete she stepped into the centre and began to scatter the pansies around her. The flowers fluttered to the ground, their petals wavering like moths in the evening breeze. Temperance was muttering something under her breath. Her voice was pitched too low for me to catch the specific words, but it sounded like an old language humans had spoken in the village many hundreds of years ago. I tried to pin it down to a time and decided I had not heard it spoken since the church had been built. Old English perhaps, or even Latin.

Once the flowers were arranged to her satisfaction, I passed Temperance the crow feathers and anise leaves. She placed a long black feather at each compass point then crushed the spice between her palms, rubbing it onto her forehead and wrists. The spicy-sweet scent of liquorice broke onto the air. Next was the horseshoe which she positioned at her feet, prongs facing towards the village.

When the basic ingredients were done I handed over the pouch of finger bones, which she tied to her belt, and a hair from the spindle which she wound around her wrist. The kelpie hair she had selected was grey and shiny with sea salt. I wondered if it had come from a sea loch. Finally I gave her the bishop’s candle which she placed carefully on top of the horseshoe. She nodded at me and I inserted my left forefinger into my mouth. I pressed the fingertip hard down onto a tooth until I tasted cold blood. I knelt at the edge of the circle and dripped blood onto the candle: one, two, three drops.

Temperance smiled at me and gestured for me to step back, before holding out each hand at her waist. She closed her eyes and began to chant, speaking in the same dead language she had used before. I still couldn’t get the individual words quite right but I thought I understood the meaning. It was something about sleep and dreams. The world around me seemed to blur, the water and the earth overlapping. It seemed nothing more than a vision, a daydream or a fantasy. I looked at Temperance’s feet and saw the candle was now burning. The flame was white hot, the brightness scouring my eyes. I blinked hard and focused on Temperance, while stepping back into the lake. As I re-entered the water the power of the lake pushed the spell away from me and my mind sharpened once more. I could see the spell more clearly now, perceive where it blossomed in Temperance’s hands. She brought them forward and I watched the magic billow up towards the village.

The charm was fuelled in part by my own blood so I could sense it travelling forward. The enchantment slid up the slope like rising floodwater, ensnaring scuttling mice, rabbits sleeping in their burrows. As it caught each mind it grew larger and stronger, the wave building as it washed over larger creatures; dogs, cats and pigs in the back yards of the nearest houses. When the magic reached the first cottage, I felt it trickle in through the gaps in the wooden shutters, into the sleeping minds of the couple that lived there along with their children. It was a gentle spell, a quiet magic. I could feel it touching those in its path like a mother’s hand smoothing the forehead of a child woken from a nightmare.

“Be still,” the spell said, “it was just a dream. I am here now, none of that was real.” The mother’s voice was different as it echoed in each head, but in every mind the undertone was that of Temperance’s voice. I could see her in their heads as she had been: a young woman hugging her baby and her little girl, laughing and kissing her husband or bandaging an injured arm for a neighbour. The magic dislodged something in their minds, washing away fear and hatred. I felt her frown at that, as she saw through the eyes of the people who had tried to drown her.

Temperance kept chanting. I felt the spell expand out of the first three houses and cross the street. It bloomed out again to include another half-dozen cottages. I heard Temperance catch her breath as the magic caressed the sleeping form of a man lying in a wide bed. He was holding two young children in his arms, soothing them even in sleep. Tears stained all three of their faces. Temperance almost lost the spell then, the candle flickered but she shook herself and pressed on.

The magic rolled over the empty church, skirting around the edge of the holy ground and lapped up to the parsonage next to it. I could sense Temperance’s magic moving up to the walls and she took a breath, preparing to push into the enemy’s lair.

The charm stuttered. There was something inside the stone walls reacting to the memory spell, a magic both brighter and darker than Temperance’s. She pushed again, focusing all of her power on the walls of the parsonage, searching for an entrance. The candle at her feet flared up, its flame burning as fierce and white as a star.

The opposing magic didn’t retreat. It oozed out of the house as tree sap, repelling Temperance’s fluid magic like oil rolling over water. It dribbled forth, crossing the road and chasing out the memory spell. It built and built like a tide of mud, sloshing back through the houses and down the field towards where we stood at the lake’s edge.

Temperance gasped, clutching the pouch with her left hand and holding up her right towards the wave. The candle was burning brighter and brighter so that it hurt me to look at it but the wave of magic didn’t stop.

I realised that it was too strong for her, that she couldn’t repel it. The ooze was going to envelop the both of us, doing who knows what damage to Temperance’s human mind. I called to her to come back to the lake, to drop her spell and run but she didn’t move. She was shouting the words of the spell, planting her feet in the ground and drawing all of her magic and all of her strength to fend off the ooze. The candle burned so bright that everything else was hidden; I could no longer see Temperance clearly, only the shape of her outlined by the blazing light. Then it went out.

Blackness rushed in, followed by the crashing wave of oozing magic. Blinded by that final flash I summoned the lake towards me and reached out with arms of water to grab Temperance by the waist and arms and pull her backwards. She landed in the lake with a splash and I drew up walls of water around the banks of the lake, infusing them with all the force and magic I had available to me.

The ooze welled up against the water walls, looking for a way in. It rose up, trying to overtop them, to reach around them. I pulled more water to me, enclosing the whole lake in a shining translucent dome of living water. The ooze kept probing. I stood firm. Here on my lake I could hold these walls for ever, I never doubted I was strong enough to keep it out.

Eventually the ooze subsided. It retreated back up towards the village, leaving a fine coat of magic everywhere it had touched. I could trace it as it went, sliding backwards towards the parsonage. When I was confident it wasn’t going to return, I dropped the dome of water. It shattered into a million droplets that fell like rain around us. Temperance was sitting in the shallow water next to my feet. Her face was stricken and still. She had given everything to the spell and the strange magic had knocked her back seemingly without effort.

I crooked a finger and the remnants of the spell ingredients washed down the bank towards us. The petals and feathers were fragmented, the horseshoe blackened and slimy. I collected them in my hands then turned to look again at Temperance. She met my eyes and struggled to her feet.

“What was…” she began, her voice harsh and cracking. I interrupted her.

“Not here,” I said, “don’t speak. Whatever it was is still there.” She closed her mouth and splashed towards me. I took her hand and we dived under the water, sinking down towards the tunnel. She didn’t have the strength to conjure a bubble of air so I swam as fast as I could and pushed her up back into the safety of the cave.







[image: image]Chapter Five

Once I had Temperance safely back in my cave I ducked back into the water and returned to the lake. Whatever foreign power had reversed our spell was still present in the village and I could not be sure it would not come down to the water to search out its challenger. If something emerged from the village, dripping that oily magic, I would meet it here at the water’s edge. In my lake I was nigh untouchable; even the high fae would struggle to best me here. The strength of the Jenny is in the strength of her water and my lake is large and healthy.

The magic I had felt had been very strong, its power only matched at the very extent of my lake. I had not seen its like before, not in all my long years of existence. That worried me. What menace lurked inside that parsonage, poisoning the village and its inhabitants? Temperance’s spell had been strong, she had been fighting for her homeland and had the borrowed power of Brackus’s artefacts to feed the magic. The ooze had thrown her back as easily as a child crushing an ant. Was it another witch or wizard, a new Morgan or Nicnevin? I didn’t see what they would want with a little place like Chipping Appleby. Were I a young sorceress, I would surely head to the great cities of London or York, not waste my time with country villages.

The night seemed dark indeed after the phosphorescence of Temperance’s candle. I swam laps of the lake, gliding just below the surface of the water. Around me the inhabitants of the lake were uneasy. Fish scattered at my passing and the frogs, normally loudly calling for their mates, were silent. Even the sky was clear of bats or owls, a sheer blackness quilted with stars.

I paused after my fifth circuit, stopping just before the point where Temperance had cast her spell. The circle was broken, two slashes in the mud where I had dragged her backwards. Enough of it remained to look suspicious so I rolled a ripple forward to smooth away the markings. As the water trickled back to me I could perceive the contagion of the opposing spell, coating the water droplets like oil.

It tasted like wood, like fir trees and pine needles. It was almost sweet at first but the longer I held it on my tongue the more it congealed into something rotten. I saw a dark forest, so overgrown that light could not penetrate and the whole undergrowth was dead. No life moved, no wind stirred the fallen leaves. At the heart of the wood lay the body of a male deer, its great antlers twisted and caught in a tangle of creeping vines. The chest of the stag was torn open, the inside black and rotting.

I spat out the water. Something very severe was in that village; even the trace of its passing was pure malevolence. I gathered the contaminated water to me, reaching deep into the well of power at my core. I summoned the thought of tree roots curling in the earth, of limestone caves dripping with water. The poison was expelled and I breathed out again.

I spent the rest of the night in the lake, watching the village for movement. There was nothing, not even the barking of the dog or the soft pfwhoop of an owl snatching a dormouse. The effort of defending the lake and then purifying the water had tired me and I longed to return to my cave and sleep. Despite this, I stayed. The night seemed to drag on and by the time the eastern sky began to grey I was truly exhausted. Still I waited. Only when the sun had risen above the horizon, casting an incongruously pastel pink light over the village, did I sink back to the depths.

Temperance was still awake. I hauled out onto the cave floor beside her. She was trembling but for once I did not think I was the cause. She looked as tired as I felt; the purple spots beneath her eyes were now sunken and her skin was dull. Even her curls seemed flat and lifeless. The remaining items from the spell were where I had thrown them when I had brought Temperance back earlier. I picked them up and placed them neatly beside the rest of my collection. The bishop’s candle had all burnt out, leaving only a ring of grimy wax. I put it with the rest anyway.

Temperance was still shaking as I knelt beside her. I took her hand and began to unwind the kelpie hair from around it. She had clenched her fists so tightly that the hair was stained with blood and stuck to her skin. The scent of flesh permeated my fatigue and I realised I was very hungry. Too tired now to go fishing, I would have to settle for bulrush roots. When I had disentangled the last of the hair I dipped her hand into the lake water to rinse off the blood. I ripped a strip from her linen shirt to bandage the cut.

“Thank you, Jenny,” Temperance said in a small voice.

I gave her one of my closed-mouth smiles and fetched a few roots from the pile near the entrance.

“Here,” I said, “eat, you need to regain your strength.”

She looked at the tuber without much enthusiasm but the sense of my words got through and she raised it to her mouth to take a bite. I chomped on my own roots, trying not to think about the smell of blood.

When she had finished her bulrush Temperance looked at me.

“What was that out there? I have never felt anything like that before.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never felt it either. Whatever it is almost killed you and would definitely have knocked me out had I been on land. It’s very strong and very bad.”

“Bad,” Temperance whispered. “I almost didn’t believe there was bad magic after meeting you. I thought the stories weren’t true.”

I frowned. That certainly wasn’t the lesson I wanted her to learn from our collaboration. I might not have eaten her but I certainly wasn’t good. I wasn’t bad either, I simply was.

“There’s bad magic and good magic just like there are bad humans and good humans,” I said, picking my words carefully. “Most of us low fae aren’t either one.” I took another bite of my tuber.

“But you said the force in the village was bad,” she pressed.

I nodded. “I don’t say that often. What’s bad for prey might be good for the predator. My pike eat the frogs but they’re not bad. Whatever is in that village is not just bad. It’s wrong. It shouldn’t be here. It shouldn’t be.”

I paused, unsure whether to confess the next part. “It scared me, Temperance.”

She looked at me, eyes wide and shocked. Then she said, “It scared me too.”

I put down the last of the tubers. “Get some sleep, Temperance, you must be exhausted. That force very nearly killed you. We’ll be safe here in the daytime. Tonight I will go and look myself.”

“Isn’t that dangerous for you?” Temperance’s face wore an expression almost like concern. That was sweet of her.

“A little, but I am sure I can outrun whatever it is back to the lake. Besides, I am very good at sneaking around. It won’t see me.”

I smiled a proper smile then, all my rows of teeth exposed and gleaming. Temperance shivered. I noticed as I prepared to sleep that she kept looking at me out of the corner of her eye. It wouldn’t do her any harm to remember what I was. She had much worse things than me to face in that village.

After a tense day spent in the cave, I bade farewell to Temperance and headed to the surface. A pale sliver of moon hung low in the sky, casting the slightest wash of light over the village. I would have preferred to make this expedition in pure blackness where my night-sight would have given me the advantage. Alas, I was not prepared to wait another four weeks for the next new moon. I would have to count on my natural sneakiness and the coldness of the night to keep all the villagers indoors.

A northerly wind was blowing through the trees, catching at my hair. It seemed to whisper at my ears, urging me to go back to my lake. I was still stumbling a little as I strode forward, my legs not quite used to bearing my weight. Halfway between the water’s edge and the first houses I gave up and dropped to my hands, scuttling forward on all fours. It was not the most elegant of gaits but I was much faster and more even. I chided myself for attempting the walk. All this time spent with Temperance had caused me to forget how un-human I was. That was a dangerous habit to get into.

I came up to the main street between two houses, sneaking around a metal and oakwood plough as I went. A hound of some kind stirred in the backyard of the left-hand house. It padded forward, sniffing at the air. A sheepdog, I could see it trying to sense my presence through the darkness. A dog was no threat to me but I did not want it to start barking. I drew in a deep breath and hissed through my teeth, as loud and threatening as I dared. The dog flinched as the noise hit its upturned ears and it stepped back nervously. I hissed again and the furred tail dropped. The dog backed into the house and whined.

I pressed on. The village was dark; there was no need for lanterns to light the streets in such a small community where no one went out after sunset. The main road was cobbled with flat blocks of limestone, smoothed over by the passage of many feet. I remembered the hullabaloo that had greeted the installation, many decades back. I put a tentative hand out onto the nearest cobble. There was no one in the street. I scuttled across the road and hid in a patch of long grass.

The parsonage was just past the village church. I headed towards it, going slowly and carefully. Despite the darkness I could tell the village had changed since the last time I had walked through it. The cottages, once wattle and daub and then wooden, had been upgraded again to stone. I traced a hand over the wall of one as I passed. Limestone again. I had not seen quarrying carts come past my lake; they must have come down the other road. Strange how much I had missed, living only a stone’s throw from these people.

St. Swithin’s was as silent by night as it was noisy by day. I crossed right over the little graveyard, leaping over the drystone wall. The parsonage was in front of me now. It was the same type of small stone house as a dozen others I had already passed but it seemed to loom before me, dark and forbidding. I reminded myself that I was Jenny Greenteeth and this was my land, and pushed onwards.

I circled the parsonage, looking for a good spot to spy from. Like the other houses in the village the parsonage’s windows were covered in neat wooden shutters, but it had one small glass window, set high up on the eastern side of the house to catch the morning sunlight. I checked around me a final time and then approached the wall. To my happy surprise the stone blocks that formed the exterior of the house were very easy to climb. I was able to worm my long fingers and toes into the gaps in the mortar, hauling myself up as easily as I had crawled from the lake. I pressed an ear to the wall and listened.

There was something there, two somethings at least. On the far side of the house was a normal heartbeat; dull, throbbing, human. Nothing strange about that. The other thing was strange indeed. I thought it was another heartbeat, but it was slow and uneven, as though the heart was struggling to pump blood. I could hear breathing, perilously close to the other side of the wall. Each breath was torturous, rattling. I pictured spittle flying from the unseen mouth.

I lifted my fingers from their position, leaning back on my toes, and reached up for a new handhold. My fingernails found a void, just underneath the glass window, and I dragged myself upwards as silently as I could manage. I hung there, hugging myself to the wall, waiting to hear if the one breathing would move. I didn’t want to risk looking inside just yet.

My fingers started to go numb. The other human in the house had moved around. I could hear them coughing, chattering quietly and even sneezing once. I wondered how they could be so blind as to not sense the other presence in the room for what it was. Then again, Temperance had lived in the village for weeks and still presumed the parson was merely a man.

Something dripped onto my face and I flinched horribly and looked up. There was nothing above me. I began to think I had imagined it when another splash hit me just below the left eye. It was rain. I shuddered a little with relief and clutched the wall tighter. The rain fell around me, a light drizzle at first and then thickening to sheets of water. It was blowing in from the east now, pushing me against the house. A human might have fallen but I was a creature of water and the rain renewed my strength.

Eventually I heard the other human murmuring something about the rain and the heavy breather replied. Their voice was too low for me to catch but the floorboards creaked as they moved into the centre of the room. Perfect.

I tensed my fingers and pushed up. My eyes rose just over the edge of the windowsill and I saw into the room. The glass was smeared from the rain and my view was blurry. At the far side of the room was a woman. She was definitely human, with dark eyes and thin hair tucked under a starched bonnet. She was sitting on a stool next to the fire, stirring a cauldron. I couldn’t smell much through the walls, but it looked like stew.

The other figure was the parson. He looked much the same as the only other time I’d seen him: pursed mouth, small eyes. He had removed his hat and was wearing long dark robes. Despite his best efforts they appeared more worn than when I had seen him at the lake, the hem was stained with mud and there were fraying threads at his left cuff. When I looked at him I didn’t see anything strange, but my ears were still telling me that his heartbeat and breath were not human.

I dipped back down out of sight to think about the scene. The parson wasn’t human, not a witch or wizard, but that wasn’t enough. I needed to know more about what kind of creature it was. I rolled over the pieces of information I had. It was strong, it could appear human, it had a strange heartbeat and breathing pattern. The magic that had touched mine had tasted of forests, but not the ones I knew. It didn’t seem English, or even Welsh or Scottish. Maybe a Norse huldra or even a spirit from Araby?

My thoughts were interrupted by sounds from the house. I looked back inside. The human woman was serving a bowl of the stew to the pastor. I watched as she handed him a spoon and poured a cup of dark red wine. He pointed to the fireplace and said something I couldn’t make out. The woman went over and crouched down, poking at the fire with a spare log. The parson snapped at her, and she dropped the log. The woman reached into the fire with her bare hand, grabbing out hot embers which she placed in a copper warming pan. By the time she had filled it I could see her right hand was scarlet and swollen. The pastor nodded at her as she carried the pan into the next room, tears trickling down her face. She hurried back in and curtseyed. The pastor waved a hand at her and carried on eating.

She fetched her hat and cloak from a hook on the wall and then opened the front door. I froze. The woman turned left out of the front door and stepped onto the road. She would walk right past me as I clung to the wall. I dared not move for fear of attracting her attention. I stayed as still as a rock. The woman looked down at her hand. Even from where I perched, I could smell the cooked meat smell of her burnt flesh. I heard her stifle a sob. Still clutching her hand, she wrapped her cloak close around herself and hurried down the road. She did not so much as turn to look back.

Now that the parson was alone perhaps he would reveal himself. I looked back into the house. The parson sat at his small wooden table, neatly spooning chunks of stew into his mouth. A dribble of broth ran down his chin. He put down the spoon and I assumed he would reach for the napkin the woman had laid beside the bowl for him. Instead the pastor opened his mouth and a long dark tongue snaked out, lapping up the rogue droplets. It returned to his mouth as quickly as it had appeared and I blinked hard, doubting what I had seen. He picked up his spoon again and resumed eating. I focused on his mouth, squinting my eyes to try and glimpse the tongue.

I had no luck. The parson finished his meal and lifted the bowl up to his mouth to drain the last of the soup. He used the napkin to dab politely at his mouth then stood up, beginning to unbutton his jacket. The parson placed it neatly on the table, folding the arms out and back in on themselves. Next, he removed the white linen undershirt, pulling it over his head. He put it on top of the jacket and then stepped towards the fire. He stood there, wearing britches and boots, bare from the waist up.

The parson put his hands out towards the fire, squatting down on his calves to get closer to the heat. He smiled slightly, as if enjoying the warmth. He traced a finger through the ashes at the base of the flames.

Then he turned around and looked directly at me.

I went rigid, unable to move. The parson’s face was still nominally human, the eyes, nose and mouth all the correct shape and size. Had I seen him from my lake I would not have noticed it, but as he looked at me now I felt the wrongness in him. His smile widened, revealing neat white human teeth, and he straightened, meeting my gaze as I peered down into the room.

There was nothing in that smile, it was as empty as a carved jack-o’lantern. His eyes were the same: dead, devoid of emotion, of fear, of pleasure. There was only a yawning hunger behind them. This was not a creature that would be satisfied with the flesh of humans. It could devour the very soul of the world and feel nothing but a desire for more. There was intelligence, yes, but focused on that single goal; filling that emptiness, that gaping void.

I knew what he was, but I didn’t want to say the words. I didn’t even want to think them, as if forming the shapes in my mind would somehow give him more power. A small part of my mind was thinking about Temperance, about how strong a witch she must be to have survived their encounter. I realised now that when I had fought off the ooze at the lake, it had barely been trying—that it could have crushed me if it had wanted to.

The parson took a step towards me, tucking his hands behind his back. I could smell that foul magic now, feel it sliding around me, sliding around my nostrils, my mouth, inside my ears. I saw the dead forest, the rotting carcass of the stag. It was beyond the natural circular death that comes to all mortal things. The parson’s smile spoke of a putrefaction at the very heart of his being.

I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe.

I took the only action available to me. I stopped holding on to the wall.

I had been clinging so tightly that the fall scraped my arms and legs against the stone and I landed hard on the grass. Freed from his gaze I took off at a run on my hands and feet, nails scratching at the cobblestones as I raced forward. I could feel the ooze snapping at my heels as I careened across the road and down the slope to the lake. I reached out, grasping the heart of the lake to me.

At twenty yards from the water’s edge I leapt, swinging myself into the air and diving for the water. The lake leapt up to meet me and I swirled back into the depths. No time to waste here, I shot back up to the surface, ready to fight off the oozing magic. I could sense it still, lapping along the bank. I stretched my fingers out, preparing the water walls in my mind.

But the ooze fell back, slipping back up the hill and out of my perception. I knew somehow that it would not return tonight.

I was shaking, the water around me rippling from the movement. The parson’s smile was stamped on my mind. Even now I saw his dark eyes before me. I wrestled with myself, trying to control the impulse to flee. It had been a very long time since I had known fear and I was out of practice at being courageous. I wanted to run, to swim out of my lake and head downstream, to put as much open water between myself and that creature.

Surely Temperance would eventually realise that I wasn’t coming back and reach the same conclusion. Maybe I should duck back into the cave and we would run together. Whatever the thing inside the parson was planning—I still cringed at naming it—surely it would not reach past the extent of the river? I thought again of the depthless hunger. Would the river be far enough? Should I tell Temperance to run to France, or even further afield?

Something brushed my foot and I flinched, spinning in the water. The pike gave me a doleful look, then vanished back into the pondweed. I tried to calm myself, waving my hands back and forth through the silky lake water. Gradually, I felt my panic recede and anger took its place. A deep, reckless, selfish fury. This was my place. Mine. My lake, my fish, my pike. I was not going to be drummed out of my own home, not going to leave my lake and its inhabitants unprotected. There must be something I could do, perhaps with Temperance’s assistance.

I ducked back below the water and headed for the cave. As I emerged from the tunnel Temperance looked up from where she was sitting and hurried over towards me.

“Thank heavens you’re back, Jenny, I was starting to worry.” She took my hand to help me out of the water. “Are you all right? You’re trembling. Did you see the parson?” Her voice was tight with concern.

I waved her away and sat down heavily at the edge of the cave, leaning against the wall.

“Do you know what caused the opposing magic?” Temperance pressed.

I looked up at her, watching how her hands twisted in the front of her dress. I didn’t want to tell her the bad news, knew that I had to.

“Yes, I saw him, Temperance. I know what he is.” I took a deep breath. “Is there any more of that beer left?”

Temperance fetched a bottle and poured me a cupful. Serving one for herself she sat opposite me, cross-legged.

“Tell me, Jenny. I need to know what is in that parsonage,” she said, her voice firm.

I took a long draught then put the cup down on the floor.

“It’s worse than I thought. The thing in the parson, it is the Erl King.” Even here in my home I shuddered to say his name.

Temperance didn’t react and I realised she didn’t understand.

“What is an Erl King?”

“The Erl King, Temperance, there is only one. I daresay one is more than enough for that world.” I reached for the bottle and topped up my beaker.

“You know how goblins and Greenteeths are the villains in your fairy stories? Well, the Erl King is the villain in ours. We don’t know exactly where he came from, the tales don’t say. The earliest stories came from the far east, from the Silk Road. For a while he was in Germania, in the Black Forest. That’s when we first heard his name.”

“So he’s a… a spirit?” Temperance asked, raising her eyebrows in confusion. I shook my head.

“Not exactly. The way my mother described it, he’s a hole, a rip in the fabric of the world. In the beginning they say that he was insentient, but enough mortal matter fell through the gap that he became aware. Now he roams the lands ever hungry, never satisfied.

“I do not know how he came to be here; there were no whispers from Brackus or my other fae contacts that the Erl King had come to Britain. I do not know why he is here, why of all places he has chosen Chipping Appleby to make his lair. Whatever foul purpose he has, I cannot fathom it.”

Temperance’s face was pale.

“How do we stop it?” she asked. I shrugged.

“I do not know that either. Theoretically it must be possible, what is done can be undone. But that is higher knowledge, beyond my ken.”

Temperance was quiet for a while. I drained my cup and poured myself another.

“He saw me tonight—I could not prevent it. His magic chased me back to the lake. Temperance, I do not think I can protect you here. I think perhaps he intended for me to eat you when he threw you in the lake. Your spell last night will have disproved that notion. He knows you are here with me and is surely only biding his time before moving against the both of us. You should flee now and send for your husband and children if you can.”

“What do you mean ‘if I can’?” Temperance asked.

“They may have been too long under his influence. He may not let them go.” I said, wincing as I saw my words take effect. She paled and drew back.

“What will you do, Jenny?”

“I will stay here for now. This lake is my home and I will not abandon it. I will send word downstream to the other Jennys. The next time Brackus visits me I will tell him what I know and ask him to get the message out that this part of the world is not safe any more. Maybe then I will leave.”

Temperance was quiet for a long time. She sipped her own beer. After a while she spoke again.

“I can’t leave. I tried once, I won’t do it again. I will do whatever it takes to get my children out of that village. There must be a way. Perhaps I can meet my husband when he is out in the fields or sneak in after dark again. If I fail I will try again and again until the Erl King takes my last breath.”

I looked at this fragile human witch, emboldened by the strength of her words. If she was not done fighting then I wasn’t either.

“I will help you, Temperance Crump, if you will let me.”

She smiled and took my hand, “Gladly, Jenny Greenteeth. Gladly.”
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I managed to catch a little sleep that day, still tired from my expedition. When I woke, Temperance was already up. She was sitting at the edge of the cave, feet splashing in the cold water. Her right hand held a ball of conjured flame and she was summoning a gust of wind with her left. Periodically she would direct the wind through the blaze and bathe the far wall in a column of orange fire. The scorch marks on the wall indicated she had been doing this for some time.

I stretched and yawned loudly, crawling from my nest. Temperance threw me a quick nod and returned to scorching the offending wall. I watched for a while before interjecting.

“I am really not sure how effective fire will be against the Erl King. Most legends says that attacks only strengthen him,” I said, above the crackle of the flames.

“It’s not for him,” panted Temperance as she threw another pillar of flame at my unfortunate cave, “I just wanted to burn something.”

I considered this then began to tuck my bedding away so that a rogue spark wouldn’t set the whole thing alight. I noticed a few empty beer bottles on the floor at Temperance’s feet. She had made a good dent in my stash of drink. It would be difficult to get more once I had warned Brackus not come back again, I thought mournfully.

“Perhaps you could try again when you have sobered up a little?

You are called Temperance after all, and it is usually considered a little unwise to be drinking so early in the day.” I nudged the last few bottles towards me with my foot and tucked them at the back of the cave behind my nest.

“It is not too early if I didn’t go to sleep. It is merely a rather late evening,” slurred Temperance. She dropped her right hand, still burning, and reached for a bottle. On instinct I pulled the lake towards me and soaked her in a wave of water before she could burn the whole cave down.

She spluttered. The flame at her hand had sputtered and gone out. “What was that for?”

“That,” I said, “was to save us from the embarrassing fate of burning to death underwater. Don’t you want to live long enough to die at the hands of the Erl King? You seemed quite keen on the idea last night.”

Temperance groaned. “I did, I am. I was convinced and set on my path. That was before I started thinking about my husband and children trapped in the village with that thing. I started drinking to take my mind off it and just kept going. I think one of those bottles was stronger than the others; normally small beer doesn’t have that effect on me.”

I inspected the empty flasks. She had indeed gone through a very old flagon of beer that had been sitting forgotten in the cave half as long as I had. The fumes alone were enough to make me feel a little dizzy; it was a miracle she was still standing upright, another that her breath hadn’t caught fire.

“Nothing for it then,” I said, and pushed her backwards into the water. Temperance fell with a mighty splash. Resurfacing she shrieked like a banshee as she bobbed up and down in the icy lake.

“God’s bones, Jenny, my blood will freeze in my veins. Get me out of here,” she yelled. I leaned over with a grin, not bothering to hide my teeth.

“Best thing to sober you up is a cold dip,” I said. “It is why I never suffer a hangover. Straight into the water every morning—you’ll never regret it.”

“Best thing for a river hag maybe,” Temperance groused, treading water, “not a human.”

“It is good for everyone. And I am not a hag.” I watched her splash about, reaching for the edge of the cave. “However, I will let that pass just this once as you are not in your right mind.”

“I’m sorry, Jenny, just get me out!”

I reached out an arm and pulled her out of the water by the collar. She looked like a drowned rat, black hair plastered to her scalp, but her eyes were clearer and she wasn’t slurring her words quite as much.

“I will go and fetch us some breakfast,” I said, “do not set anything on fire while I am gone.”

She glowered at me but nodded. I jumped into the water. The temperature was pleasantly cool and I smiled widely at her before sinking down and heading for the tunnel.

The lake felt incongruously peaceful after the events of the night before. It was another lovely spring day, the golden sunlight filtering through the water. Schools of fish grazed tranquilly as I swam by and frogs kicked back and forth on the surface. It was strange to think that just yards away in the village lurked a force that could threaten all of this.

I pushed the darkness from my mind and concentrated on the task at hand: breakfast. It felt like days since I had eaten properly and I was ravenous. I spied a shoal of chub near the western end of the lake. I floated over, moving silently through the water. Chub were a flighty fish who preferred the flowing waters of the rivers to still lakes and it was rare to see them in my lake for more than a few weeks a year. My mouth watered as I approached. A particularly tasty-looking specimen was lurking near the surface, underneath an overhanging tree branch. I could already taste the flesh, warm and succulent on my tongue.

I put on a burst of speed and streaked forward hands outstretched, only for the chub to scatter. Ripples criss-crossed the surface as they vanished into the depths. Someone had flung a handful of pebbles into the water, scaring them off. Fuming, I turned around to the bank. I was still loath to show myself to a human but perhaps I could cause some other mischief.

Brackus Marsh was standing at the edge of the lake, buttons and braid glittering in the sunlight, his leather boots shin-deep in the water. He tossed another handful of stones as I watched, whistling cheerfully. His pack lay safely back towards the trees.

I contemplated jumping out and giving him a well-deserved scare. Sadly I couldn’t risk him running away in terror, since Temperance and I needed him to start spreading the word about the Erl King if we were going to stay here and fight rather than leave ourselves. There was also the unhappy risk of him not running away in terror which would make me look like a fool.

I settled for swimming right up to his boots and leering up at him. To my enormous satisfaction he yelped in shock when he saw me and staggered backwards. I rose out of the water, levering myself up so that I loomed over him impressively. I peered at him through mossy green hair.

“I am surprised to see you back so soon, Marsh. I would have thought you would be looking for easier pickings after your drubbing at our last encounter.”

He recovered his composure and bowed, still keeping a wary eye on me.

“Who could stay away from such a delightful presence as yourself, Jenny?” He cast a sideways look behind me at the lake. “But I confess I was rather hoping to retrieve the spindle of kelpie hair I left here. It seems I accidentally gave you the entire thing rather than the single strand requested. A foolish oversight caused by, ah…”

“Caused by running away at top speed from a weeping woman?” I finished for him. Brackus nodded, a little nervously.

I considered telling him a deal was a deal but changed my mind. A little goodwill would be useful and what did we want with a whole skein of magical horsehair?

“Very well, Marsh. Give me a moment and I will retrieve your package. Perhaps I will see if Temperance wants to come up and say hello.”

Brackus hopped on one foot, the water splashing around him.

“She’s not still, ah, upset is she?” he asked.

“Well, last I saw her she was throwing fireballs around my cave so I’d say that more tears are not your most imminent concern.”

Brackus perked up at that.

“Oh excellent, excellent.”

I sighed and backflipped into the water. There went any thought of catching fish this morning, I thought mournfully. I would see if Brackus would cook us something after we returned his spindle. When I bobbed back up in the entrance of the cave Temperance glared at me, water still dripping from her face.

“Brackus is back,” I said cheerily. “Fancy coming up to the surface and tormenting him some more?”

She considered the matter, not looking thrilled at the prospect.

“He has probably got some food with him that isn’t fish or bulrush roots,” I said. Her stomach rumbled loudly.

“Fine,” she said, shrugging on her kirtle and starting to lace it up, “but what is he doing back here already?”

“He wanted to know if he could have the rest of the kelpie hair back,” I replied, scratching my nose as I waited.

“Ha.” Temperance rooted around in the pile of ingredients left over from the spell and retrieved the spindle. She threw it at me and I kicked upwards and caught it one-handed.

“I’m only giving it to him in return for some breakfast,” she said. “No offence, Jenny, but my jaw needs a break from eating bulrushes. No wonder your teeth are so sharp—it’s not for eating children, it’s for chomping through inedible tubers.”

I cocked my head to the side. “I resent that. I can also eat children. But I suppose they are multi-purpose teeth.”

Temperance stuck her tongue out at me and dipped a toe into the water.

“Urgh, it’s still cold. He’d better have bacon,” she said and jumped in.

Brackus did indeed have bacon. He was so happy to get his spindle back that we retreated into the woods and he cooked us a mountain of food for breakfast. He served up fried eggs, fried mushrooms and fried bacon along with porridge sweetened with honey and toasted sourdough bread liberally spread with butter and berry preserves. To drink, Brackus boiled us a pot of hot apple juice, spicing it with a stick of cinnamon that he carefully took out, dried and folded away.

Temperance fell on the food like a starving woman. I felt a little hurt at how quickly she wolfed down the meal but it was hard to deny how much better suited Brackus’s food was for Temperance than my own lake-grown fare. Even I quite enjoyed it, rediscovering my appetite after a few days of trying to eat politely. Brackus ate as much as either of us, clearly relieved that we hadn’t tried to haggle over the return of the kelpie hair.

When the last of the porridge had been scraped from our bowls Brackus sat back and retrieved a long wooden pipe. He added a pinch of strange leaves into the end and lit them with a snap of his fingers.

“So,” he said, drawing in a breath through the pipe and making the leaves glow, “how did your spell casting go? You never did tell me what it was for.”

Temperance and I looked at each other gloomily.

“It was not,” I started, “a total success.”

Brackus frowned, “No problems with my products I hope? I do offer usage guarantees on all my items.”

Temperance shook her head, “The spell worked fine, each item knitting into the magic like fine wool. I’ve never felt more powerful. Unfortunately it still wasn’t strong enough.”

Brackus raised his eyebrows questioningly. Temperance looked over at me then put down her plate and began to tell him the whole story. She started from the beginning when Pastor Braddock came to the village. Brackus sat quietly, listening and blowing occasional sweet-smelling smoke rings into the air. Occasionally he would interrupt and ask a question. When Temperance reached the part when I saw the Erl King in his house he spluttered, inhaling far too much smoke. He stammered and tried to speak through fitful coughs. I gave him a slap on the back that might have been firmer than necessary.

When he stopped coughing he looked at me, wide-eyed with fear and surprise, not even grumpy about the slap.

“The Erl King. Jenny, are you sure? It wasn’t an ogre, or a rogue sorcerer? I’ve never heard of the Erl King setting foot on our shores before,” he said, voice low and urgent.

I looked at my feet. “I am sure. I am older than you, Brackus, and I have seen many things come past this lake. What is in that village is older than all of them, and worse too. I smelt the rot, tasted the decay in the water. It can only be the Erl King, come here from the continent for some dark purpose.”

Brackus sat back on his stool, raising his pipe to his mouth again.

“Well, if you are sure then I believe you. Blood of my ancestors, Jenny, the Erl King here in England. I never thought I would live to see the day. I wonder what he’s doing here. I mean no offence but Chipping Appleby isn’t exactly the centre of civilisation. What purpose could bring him to such a small village? I only come here because I enjoy winding you up so much.”

I hissed and he gave me a cheerful grin. Temperance laughed, breaking some of the tension that had descended at the name of the enemy.

“So what are you going to do?” Brackus asked, “You’re strong for a Jenny but the Erl King, he is in another class. I doubt any fae could go up against him, nor any common witch or wizard either.”

I shrugged. “Temperance and I will do what we can. I can hold out for a little while if I use the strength of the lake. Perhaps I can draw him out down there whilst Temperance sneaks into the village and gets her children onto the road and away.”

Temperance gave me a shocked look. “I didn’t know you were thinking of doing that. It’s a terrible plan, you wouldn’t have a chance!”

“Can you think of a better one?” I snapped, rather grumpily. “It won’t be all sunshine and flowers for you either. If the whole village is under his spell then you’ll probably have to kill your husband to wrest the children away.”

“All the more reason for not doing that then,” she said stubbornly. “We should co-ordinate our attacks. You fight from the lake and I’ll try and outflank him from the woods.”

“Oh, so we’ll both die?” I retorted. “That will be great for little Josiah and Ursula.”

Temperance puffed up and opened her mouth to respond but Brackus interrupted.

“Ladies, ladies,” he said, adopting a singsong tone in his voice. “There’s no need to fight about who is going to get to die heroically. Clearly both of your madcap strategies will result in the tragic deaths of the pair of you and probably everyone in the village.”

We scowled at him.

“Then what do you recommend, Brackus the goblin pedlar and famous tactical genius?” I snarled. “If you have another notion I am sure that we would be happy to hear it.”

Brackus smirked and leaned forwards on his stool, tapping the pipe on his knee.

“I do have an idea, as it happens. Neither of you can defeat the Erl King separately. Even if you combined your strengths you know nothing of his weaknesses, nor how to destroy a force like that. I would warrant that neither of you two fine ladies have ever killed anything more hazardous than yourselves. You need to find someone who has. Someone with experience hunting down uniquely dangerous prey and mounting their heads on his walls.”

I groaned, realising where he was going with this. Brackus ignored me.

“You need, in short, to ask Gwyn ap Nudd for help.” He pursed his lips and puffed out a smoke ring to underline his point.

“I will not be going hat in hand to that knavish cockerel that thinks he’s king of the fairies,” I said. “It’s beneath my dignity.”

“Well, I will,” interjected Temperance. “I don’t have any dignity; I’d ask the Devil himself for help. Who’s Gwyn ap Nudd?

“He’s a stuck-up arsehole with a crown,” I said before Brackus could reply. He winked and blew a smoke ring at me.

“Gwyn ap Nudd, my dear lady, is the Lord of the Fair Family, King of the Tylwyth Teg. He rules over the fae.”

“The hell he does,” I said, “No one ever asked me my opinion on that and if they had I certainly would not have chosen Gwyn bloody Nudd for my king.”

“He rules over the high fae,” corrected Brackus, “By name at least.

Back in the old days Gwyn led the Wild Hunt; slaying dragons, rescuing maidens fair and generally doing a lot of fighting. If anyone knows how to defeat something like the Erl King it will be Gwyn.”

Temperance asked, “Does he still hunt? How come I have never heard of him?”

Brackus sighed with the pleasure of one who rarely got to pontificate at length and settled into his story: “He doesn’t come down into these parts much. Even in their heyday the Wild Hunt stuck to the mountains and high places of the isles. Wales, Scotland, the moors of Cornwall, Devon and Yorkshire and the like. There is an old story about him getting kicked out of Glastonbury for wreaking havoc on the abbey there, so he might hold a grudge towards Wessex. That would account for there being little tell of him in this part of the world.”

“If he’s such a great hunter,” asked Temperance, “why don’t we just ask him to hunt the Erl King himself? I would have thought he would relish the opportunity to hunt a prey that’s so rare and dangerous.”

“Fat chance of a member of the high fae actually doing something useful, especially something that might mess up their pretty faces,” I said. “I wouldn’t trust any of those idiots to not make the situation worse.”

“Alas, Gwyn has not hunted big game for many years now. The Wild Hunt is transformed to a court, half faded from this mortal realm. I do not think we could entice him back to the field. However,” Brackus paused for dramatic effect, “his knowledge has only grown with age and his mind is still as sharp as his long knives. Moreover he is the last of the great powers, the only one left from those days. Any others who could have matched him have long since passed over.”

“Do you think he would tell us what to do?” Temperance’s expression was doubtful.

“Perhaps. The high fae are as changeable as the winds they ride,” said Brackus sombrely.

“That’s not the only similarity they have to wind,” I muttered, “garrulous old airbags the lot of them.”

“Surely we could persuade them,” said Temperance, ignoring my words. “Even if they don’t hunt any more this is still their land, they should care about the people on it.”

I opened my mouth to make another snide remark but she gave me a warning glare out of the corner of her eye. I contented myself with grumbling under my breath.

“The high fae are not like Jenny and I,” said Brackus. “They don’t have the same motivations as us. Time doesn’t exist in the same way for them, nor space, nor life or death. They seek only amusement, distraction in any form from the ageless emptiness of their existence. For a while Gwyn led them in the hunt, now they sit and sing songs. They will feel no responsibility for you and yours.”

Temperance looked crestfallen. Brackus held up a hand.

“But” he said, “if we can present the problem in a way Gwyn would find entertaining, that piques his interest, then maybe there is a chance he will help.”

“How can we do that?” Temperance asked.

“Flatter him,” I said, then returned her glowering look. “Don’t look at me like that, I’m right aren’t I, Brackus? There’s nothing the high fae love more than to hear about how special they are. We will bring you to the Court, put you in a pretty dress and you can bat your eyes at Gwyn. Spin him a tale about your poor lost village, leave out the part where you have a husband and two children, and cast him as the noble lord whose sacred knowledge can save you. He’ll sing like a skylark if we catch him at the right moment.”

“That’s certainly one option,” mused Brackus, looking over Temperance quizzically. “The high lord has always had a weakness for fair maidens. Not much to my taste but I don’t like to judge.” He frowned. “She’d need a proper bath before we put her in front of him, and to change out of those rags, I don’t think living with you is improving her looks much, Jenny.”

I hissed at him but didn’t bother to argue. Brackus knew much more about those things than me.

“He’s not going to expect…” Temperance paused, her cheeks and ears pinkening slightly, “satisfaction from me, is he?”

Brackus giggled. “Oh I shouldn’t think so. Chivalric courtship rarely gets down into the actual fun parts of romantic love. Besides, his wife will be standing right next to him when we appear to petition the Court. Lady Creiddylad was a famous beauty in her day, a standout even in an age known for them and the years have not dulled her loveliness. Gwyn fought a thousand battles for her hand, his devotion to her is famous and unchanging.” His voice softened a little at the mention of the queen; I detected a rare soft spot there. He caught me looking and cleared his throat. “Gwyn will just be more likely to listen to a story from a pretty maid than a plain one.”

“Good,” said Temperance, “so if I can get to the Court, find Lord Gwyn and tell him a good story he might tell me how we could defeat the Erl King?”

Brackus nodded. “It’s the best chance I can think of. If he doesn’t know then you can always summon a demon and feed it your soul in return for some advice.”

“Let’s ask Lord Gwyn first.” Temperance glanced at me. “What do you think, Jenny?”

I wrinkled my nose. “I don’t love the idea of it. The high fae are unpredictable by nature. Cruelty comes easier to them than kindness and Gwyn ap Nudd didn’t become their ruler by playing the harp; he bought that crown in blood and did not pause to count the cost. He is not as bad as the Erl King but only because he lacks the focus to be a true menace.”

I took in a breath and sighed deeply. “For all that, I still agree with Brackus. This may be our only hope of learning how to defeat the Erl King. If anyone knows how to kill a thing like that it will be Gwyn, and if Brackus thinks you’ve got a fair chance of getting the information out of him then he might well be right. Whether that insight will be usable is another matter, but we can deal with that later.”

Temperance beamed at me. “So you will come with me to try and find him?”

“Of course I will,” I said. “I wish to protect my lake from the Erl King as much as you want to save the village.” She squeezed my hand, her face glowing with hope.

“What an interesting little quest,” said Brackus thoughtfully, “it promises to be quite exciting. Perhaps I will join your company.”

I gaped at him, truly shocked by his words.

“Brackus Marsh, why on earth would you do a thing like that?” I gasped. “There’ll be no money in it.”

Brackus looked offended. “My dear Jenny, money is not everything. Some things are more important.”

“When have you ever done something not for money?” I asked bluntly.

“Well… all right, not often. But this time is different, though there will, admittedly, be some benefit to me. I have a vested economic interest in the Erl King not consuming Chipping Appleby and moving on to places with more consistent customers of mine. Additionally, it has been a long time since I visited the faerie court and this promises to be an unusually entertaining trip. I suspect that young Mistress Crump was not entirely honest with me at our first meeting and it has been a while since I was played for a fool that easily. I will admit to being intrigued to see if she will repeat the performance for the high fae. If she can wring aid from the Lord of the Hunt as easily as she wrung profit from me then I will not feel nearly so foolish about the matter.”

Temperance and I looked at each other, unconvinced.

“It will be quite dangerous,” I said. “I have heard the Court is a treacherous place even for one as politically adept as yourself. And if we succeed then there is still the matter of the Erl King to defeat.”

Brackus blew another smoke ring.

“Well, in truth—and if questioned I will deny ever having said this—I am rather fond of you, Jenny. You are amusingly soft-hearted for a villainous swamp creature and I enjoy sparring with you at our meetings. I would be passing sorry to see you devoured body and soul by an ancient eldritch nightmare.”

I stared at him, too surprised even to object to the characterisation of my beautiful lake as a swamp. He flushed a little and coughed on his pipe. I could see Temperance smothering a smile out of the corner of my eye. I cleared my throat loudly.

“Right, well, very good. It is decided, the three of us will travel to the Court and seek out Gwyn ap Nudd to ask for his aid.”

Brackus grinned. “A witch, a goblin and Jenny Greenteeth are off to seek the King of the Fairies,” he said. “What a delicious disaster this could be.”
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Having decided on our strategy, Brackus wanted to leave as soon as possible.

“If we set off now we can spend a whole day on the road before sunset,” he said whilst packing away his copper frying pan. “That should be enough to get us to the Court tonight.”

“Is it truly that close to here?” asked Temperance in disbelief. I shared her surprise; surely I would have known if the heart of faerie was within a day’s swim of my lake?

Brackus frowned a little.

“Not quite, it’s hard to explain.” He rinsed out the cups we’d been drinking from and stacked them up. “The Court is never in one place for more than a fortnight. The high fae get very restless.”

“But they’ll be near us tonight? That’s lucky.”

Brackus shook his head again. “I don’t actually know where they’ll be tonight.”

“I’m not gaining much faith in this plan of yours, Marsh,” I said.

He shot me a long-suffering look. “I don’t need to know where it is. Gwyn’s Court can only be reached by the Wild Roads. Anyone who steps onto one of the roads intending to find the Court will arrive there after a day of walking. It doesn’t matter if he’s in the Hebrides or the Scilly Isles; all we need to do is walk and we’ll find it.”

Temperance’s mouth fell open. “That’s amazing!”

I rolled my eyes behind her back but restrained myself from saying anything. Brackus flushed, the tips of his long ears reddening.

“Indeed it is, my dear enchantress, and so proves my point. I do not wish to linger here in the shadow of the Erl King and a wise witch would not spend a night out on the Wild Roads. The pathways of the fae are treacherous enough for those who tread them regularly, let alone a newcomer.”

Temperance looked at me for confirmation. I nodded. “Brackus is correct—if this is the way to Gwyn ap Nudd we should try and get there tonight. The Erl King is not the only darkness in this world, and I will lose part of my power when we leave the lake and I am separated from its source.”

She nodded and we began to tramp back to the water’s edge. Brackus watched as we stepped in, hand in hand.

“Don’t be too long,” he called. I ignored him and pulled Temperance under. I swam us quickly back to the cave and packed up a few things: coins, a spare cloak and a chunk of amber that had washed into the lake three hundred years ago. I remembered my mother telling me the high fae liked amber. At the last moment I took the ancient sword, still holstered in a leather sheath that had defied the years underwater, and belted it over my dress.

Temperance was finished before me and we hurried back up to the surface. She took the waterproof bag from my shoulder and darted over to a stump to put on her stockings and boots.

I stood in the shallows of the lake. It seemed so alive to me: dragonflies hovering over the flat lily pads, frogs chirping on the bank. As I narrowed my eyes I could perceive fish swimming lazily beneath the surface. It had been years since I had last left the lake, and never at a time when I thought it might be at risk without me. For over a thousand winters I had lurked in its depths, and for a thousand springs I had rejoiced as the ice broke and new life returned. It was hard to turn away.

There was a splashing noise behind me and Temperance waded over. Her dress was still wet from the swim and it trailed behind her.

“We’ll be back soon, Jenny. I promise. I know it’s hard to leave.” She put a hand on my arm.

I sniffed. “It’s just a lake, I’ll be fine.”

She squeezed my arm and I turned around and squelched back to the shore.

Brackus was waiting for us in the trees. He had shouldered his pack and was whistling cheerfully.

“So how do we get to these roads?” Temperance asked. “Are you going to snap your fingers again?”

“Ah, well, that is more of a goblin trick than an actual means of travel,” Brackus said shiftily. “I mainly do it to impress my customers. No, we need an actual gateway to the Wild Roads. I believe there is one further into the woods.”

He spun on one foot and pointed uphill into the trees.

“That way to be exact, gentle ladies.”

I considered the direction. So far that morning I had been walking on two feet but I suspected that I would be too slow on a proper trek. Better to get it over with now.

I dropped down to my hands and feet. The others looked at me.

“Well, lead on then, Marsh,” I said grumpily, “show us the way.”

We set off through the Appleby Woods. It was difficult for me to join in with Brackus and Temperance’s conversation from my four-limbed crawl but I wasn’t in much of a talking mood. I was already missing the lake. I hadn’t seen the pike that morning. It was foolish to get sentimental over a fish, and beyond idiotic to be wondering if it was all right. It only followed me around because I fed it.

I pushed thoughts of its stupid fishy face out of my mind and concentrated on the woods around me. We had been climbing a small hill for a while, the forest thickening as we rose. Brackus seemed confident in his direction and I could hear him regaling Temperance with tall tales and flowery stories. It was deeply irritating but I was beginning to pant from the climb and didn’t have the breath to contradict him.

The land flattened out after we crested a small outcrop of limestone, glinting golden in the yellowish light of the forest. Brackus paused to catch his breath and looked around.

“Over there.”

I turned to look where he was pointing. At first I saw only more trees, then my eyes caught on something. There was an arch of vines and broken branches, built beneath two tall apple trees. It didn’t appear to lead to anywhere special but the more I watched the more I felt there was something odd about it.

As we approached I grew certain. We stopped in front of the arch and looked at each other.

Brackus smiled. “There you go, I knew it was around here somewhere. Appleby Woods, bound to be an elf door with all these apple trees around.”

Temperance reached out a hand to trace the left-hand tree trunk. “I never thought of it like that. Apple branches can make very powerful wands though, and the bark can be used for all kinds of ailments. I suppose it makes sense that it’s important to fae too.”

“Very perceptive of you, Mistress Crump,” Brackus fawned. I snorted but he ignored me.

“How do we pass through onto the Roads?” Temperance asked, dropping her hand back and turning to us. “Do we just walk through?”

“Not quite. Anyone can walk onto the Wild Roads; the fae are always happy to spirit away lost humans.” Brackus peered at the arch. “So it became the custom for the local witch or wizard to put a lock on the door, meaning only those with the knowledge can pass through.”

“I’ve never heard that,” said Temperance. “My mother was the local cunning woman before me and she would have told me.”

Brackus yawned. “Well, it would have been before her time. Do you remember, Jenny? It would have been after the Normans came over and started writing stuff down. Kicked off a bit of a craze for ordering things.”

I cast my mind back. I did remember him telling me something about the elf doors, but I couldn’t have said when. Brackus had always talked a lot, even as a young goblin. I settled for grunting in a vaguely confirmatory manner.

“How do we open the lock?” Temperance pressed.

“We don’t have to.” Brackus smirked, “Jenny and I aren’t human, the lock isn’t for us. Yon great-great-grandmother or whomever it was didn’t concern herself with poor lower fae tripping onto the roads. We can walk through it whenever we like. You, on the other hand, are going to have a harder time of it.”

“Fine, how do I open the lock?”

“To tell you the truth, Temperance, I don’t know. Never had to bring a human up here before.” Brackus squatted down and grinned up at her. “Take a look and see if you can figure it out.”

Temperance sighed and stepped closer to the arch of vines and branches. I could see there were carvings in the wood and reached my hand out to trace them.

“Ouch!” I yelped, grabbing my hand back. The engraving had burnt my fingers as I had touched it. I glowered at the arch.

“Ah yes, you don’t want to touch it, Jenny,” Brackus said cheerfully. “It was designed so the likes of us couldn’t mess with the spell.”

I hissed at him and slunk off to sit on the ground, sticking my fingers in my mouth to soothe them.

Temperance was still staring at the symbols carved into the branches. She was mouthing something, her fingers dancing just above the wood. The etching seemed to wrap around the whole arch and Temperance stepped between and around it as she followed its path.

After a few minutes she stopped and looked at us from the other side of the arch.

“All right, I think I understand what to do,” she said, “I’ll just come back to you and then we can step through togeth—”

Temperance vanished. I leapt to my feet, hissing again. Then I whirled around to look at Brackus, who was urgently clambering to his feet.

“Quickly, quickly,” he called, “You don’t want to leave her on the other side alone.”

I took a deep breath and rushed through the arch. The world seemed to blur around me and Appleby Woods vanished. As I finished my step I felt my foot meet stone and I pushed forward. My sight cleared and I stood on a wide road, paved with great granite flagstones. A few steps away from me I saw Temperance, lying still and sprawled on the ground.

I hurried over.

“I’m not hurt,” she said, looking down. Her fingers suddenly clutched my arm, surprisingly strong and bony. “Could you just—” she started and I ripped her whole arm off.

The thing that had been pretending to be Temperance howled at me. I wielded the arm as a club and smashed at it. It raised its face to me and I saw red eyes, no pupil, no whites. It growled at me and then made a break for it, hurrying back up the road.

I hurled the severed arm after it. Brackus appeared mid-air at just the wrong moment and got smacked in the face.

“Aarghh,” he said and sat down in shock on the flagstones. I looked around. A second Temperance was sitting at the side of the road. I was reasonably sure she hadn’t been there before. I stomped over to her and wrenched her to her feet. She started to speak but I grabbed her face and tilted it so I could see her eyes. They were wide and dark brown.

I let her go.

“From now on we all stick together,” I growled. Temperance nodded. Brackus was still sitting in the road holding the offending limb. I went over and held out my hand. He shoved the wraith’s hand into it and clambered to his knees.

“I know you won’t believe me,” I said, “but that was an accident.”

He grumbled and began to try and dab splatters of blood from his shirt.

“A happy, happy accident,” I continued. Temperance giggled but suppressed it when Brackus looked at her.

“I can’t believe you just tore something’s arm off,” she said. Her tone sounded almost admiring. I looked at her.

“You keep forgetting that I’m not human, Temperance,” I said heavily. “There are scarier things than me out on these roads.”

“Exactly,” added Brackus, evidently giving up on rescuing his shirt, “which is why we should be moving. It’s still before midday, eight hours till sunset. We need to be walking all of that time to reach Gwyn.”

He walked past us and turned around. “Come on then.”

“I thought you said it didn’t matter which way we walked,” I said suspiciously. “Why do you want to go that way?”

“Because, oh willowy hellcat,” Brackus said, “that is the opposite direction to the way a shrieking wraith just ran, covered in blood and calling out for its mother. Every foul thing in these hills will be going after it. I think, therefore, we should head this way.”

That was a difficult argument to find fault with so Temperance and I followed him down the road.

The Wild Road wound between high moorland on either side, furred with purple heather and yellow gorse. The sky above us was bright blue, scratched with long lines of white cloud hurtling past in the wind.

It was so lovely I was tempted to stop and look around, to wander off the road and inspect the flowers, to roam over the craggy hills. I didn’t. I kept my eyes fixed on the road in front of me, not stopping, not even turning. Brackus did the same. It took effort from both of us to keep Temperance on the road. She kept pausing to watch the clouds pass or bending to trace a crack in the pavestones. I stopped walking on all fours and tottered upright, gripping her arm both to keep myself stable and to prevent her from drifting off course.

Eventually, after Brackus stopped to snatch a quick drink from his flask, I saw her about to step off the road.

“What are you doing?” I hissed, grabbing her arm with more strength than I meant to. She tried to shake me off.

“I was just chasing that butterfly,” she said, her eyes cloudy. I shook her as I dragged her back to the centre of the road.

“There was no butterfly.” I pulled her face towards me. “Listen Temperance, there was no butterfly. There’s no nature here, no birds, no insects, no creeping animals. Only fae. You need to focus on the road and keep walking. If you leave the road then you’ll walk these hills for ever, until you become just like them. You won’t have to worry about the Erl King then, you won’t even remember why you came here.”

Her face was dreamy and I realised with a shock that she was thinking about it. Brackus came up beside us. His face was grim.

“We might have to carry her,” he said. “If she steps off the road we’ll never get her back.”

I looked at Temperance. Her eyes were already unfocused. I cursed myself for not preparing her better.

“I can carry her for a while,” I said, “but don’t you have anything in that pack of yours to prevent enchantment?”

He considered then shook his head. Something chimed in my mind.

“Here,” I said, thrusting Temperance at him, “hold her a moment.”

She sagged in his arms, smiling up at him. I rummaged in my pack, then retrieved a neat parcel wrapped in leaves.

“Aha!” I said, brandishing it. Brackus wrinkled his nose.

“What is that awful smell?” he asked, trying to twitch away from it.

“Carp,” I grinned. “I caught it last summer and was saving the other half for a treat. I brought it with me to cheer me up on the road.

“You can’t think that she’ll…” Brackus petered off.

“Oh yes I do think. Now open her mouth.” He grimaced and wedged Temperance’s jaw open. I unwrapped the leaves. To my nose the carp was finely aged, the flavours developed perfectly. From the look of disgust on Brackus’s face, he did not agree.

I broke off a handful of the fish and dropped it into Temperance’s mouth. Brackus pushed it closed. At first there was no effect. Then her eyes bulged and she started to struggle. I reached out and pinched her nose, forcing her to chew the fish flesh. Her skin went bright red and she swallowed. Brackus let her go and she fell to the flagstones, retching mightily. As chunks of fish splattered the road Brackus turned green himself and backed off, clutching a handkerchief to his face.

After what seemed like an eternity of vomiting Temperance looked back up at me. Her face was still scarlet and drool was dangling from her lower lip but her eyes had cleared.

“What,” she said, “on God’s green earth was that apocalyptic horror you just fed me?”

“Rotten fish.” I displayed the rest of it to her. “It’s an old family recipe. Oh look, a little maggot.” I picked it out and tossed it in my mouth.

Brackus muttered something and Temperance gagged again.

“It worked though, didn’t it?” I said, thinking that insufficient attention had been paid to the genius of my plan.

“Honestly I think I’d rather lose my mind next time, Jenny,” Temperance said, struggling to her feet. “Just put that cursed thing away before I smell it again. Or better yet throw it on the ground and I’ll burn it. If I’d known you had that with you we wouldn’t even need to see Gwyn ap Nudd. Just one bite of that and the Erl King would probably surrender.”

I protested that I liked the taste just fine but both Brackus and Temperance refused to move on until I had folded up the fish again and stowed it at the bottom of my pack.

For all her complaining Temperance was a lot more focused on the road from then on. If I saw her eyes begin to lose focus I would catch her attention and pat my bag. She would generally straighten up after that.

We walked for hours and the landscape changed as we went. The moorland faded to sweet green hills, then to arable farms. No movement stirred in the picture-perfect farmhouses but there was something in the wheat fields. Brackus paused to stare at it but backed off, looking pale. We walked a little faster after that.

It was a relief when the farms gave way to foothills and then a high mountain pass. Rocky outcrops towered either side of us and the road was edged in thick snow. Snowflakes as large as thumbprints flurried down around us, each one melting before it hit the ground. It was hard going, and I felt the muscles in my calves burning. I was missing the lake and the strength it usually gave me. In a moment of thoughtlessness I opened my mouth to catch a snowflake on my tongue. Brackus reached out a hand and caught it just in time. I shook myself and nodded at him gratefully.

The sun was low in the sky by the time we reached the peak of the mountain. As we started down the other side we were suddenly walking along a coastal path. The paved road was gone, leaving only a goat track, dirt hammered hard as stone by the passage of many generations of livestock. To our left was the wide blue sea. Ahead of us Brackus stopped and looked around.

“We’ve left the Wild Roads,” he breathed, “this is the mortal realm once more.”

I slumped forward, feeling the tension leave my body. Temperance sat down on a tuffet of grass and put her head in her hands. I put a hand on her shoulder.

“I know,” Brackus said, looking over at her. “It’s hard enough for Jenny and me to walk those roads. You did very well.”

Temperance’s shoulders began to shake and I realised she was crying. I met Brackus’s eyes and we sat down either side of her.

“I forgot who I was,” she sobbed. “I forgot my children’s names. If you hadn’t stopped me I’d have run off.”

I rubbed her back. Brackus patted her knee.

“It’s a necessary step,” he sighed. “If you can walk the Wild Roads then you can face the Lord of the Hunt. They are one and the same in a way. He might have a pretty face but at his core that’s what he is.”

I nodded. Temperance looked up at me, wiping teardrops from her cheeks.

“Thank you for walking them with me,” she sniffled, “and for feeding me that terrible fish. Thank you too, Brackus.”

“Don’t thank me for the fish,” Brackus said, “I don’t want my name associated with it.”

Temperance gave him a wobbly smile. She straightened and stood up again.

“Where now?” she asked, “I presume that now we’re off the roads the direction matters again?”

Brackus bounced to his feet. “Very observant of you, my young mage. By my reckoning we are,” he spun around, “about three miles north of Redruth.” He regarded our blank faces. “In Cornwall,” he added.

“So we know where we are,” I said. “Do we know where we’re going?”

“Don’t be so hasty. I do in fact know where we are going. This is Nancekuke Head, and inland from here, on that hill over there, is Nance Round, which is a very old hill fort. It’s even older than you, Jenny, which is saying something.”

I growled at him, but my heart wasn’t really in it. He smirked.

“Nance Round is one of the Hunt’s favourite gathering places in Cornwall, right after Tintagel Castle. If the road led us here then that’s where they’ll be.”

I craned my neck to see where he was pointing.

“And what about that village in between here and there?” I asked.

Brackus looked again. “Hmmnnn, I think it was just a few houses the last time I was in these parts. We’ll have to go around it.” He slapped my back. “All part of the fun of an adventure.”

I considered biting his hand off but I had already thrown an arm at him today. I let that one pass.

Climbing down the cliffs was less of a struggle than I expected. Brackus hopped from crag to crag with the agility of a mountain goat and Temperance tucked her skirt up and half scrambled half slid down. After the stress of walking all day I quite enjoyed the descent; the hard slatey rock of the cliffs provided lots of finger and toeholds and was rippled with veins of glassy quartz which gave it a pleasing look.

We reached the base with the last of the sunlight and turned south, skirting the edge of the little village and heading towards the woods. A narrow stream was running along the floor of the valley. I put my ear to the tumbling water but I didn’t think there was anyone there. Temperance and Brackus stepped over the stream but I walked up until I found a pool wide enough to take a proper dip. The water tasted different from my lake, sweeter than the slightly acidic Caerlee. Too sweet for my palate, but it was pleasant to wash off the dust of the Wild Roads and I regained a little of my strength. I could see Temperance itching with impatience, so I hauled out and rejoined her and Brackus and we crossed the last of the valley floor. At the base of the hill was a stand of oak trees, welcoming us into the forest.

“Nance Wood,” said Brackus, pausing before the first oak tree. He looked back at us, “From here on we’ll be under the power of the Hunt.”

Temperance bit her lip. “Do you have any advice? Should I avoid the food and drink?”

“No, it’s not enchanted, but—” He slapped his forehead. “We were going to dress you up for this!”

He chivvied her to a stray boulder. “Tie your hair up,” he said, producing a long yellow ribbon from somewhere. She took it, beginning to braid it into her curls. Brackus took off his pack and stuck his whole head inside. Sounds of assessment filtered out of the bag. Temperance glanced over.

“Don’t look at me,” I said. “Appealing to men is really not my area of expertise. Eating them is more my thing.”

Brackus emerged, clutching a pile of yellow and white fabric. He shook it out triumphantly.

“Put this on,” he said, thrusting it at Temperance. She inspected it, holding it against her body.

“Where’s the rest of it?” she asked, fingering the top. I couldn’t really tell what she meant. It seemed like any other dress to me.

“Oh just try it on,” huffed Brackus. “Trust that you’re not my type. Here, Jenny and I will give you some privacy.” He turned around and stared into the woods. I moved over and stood next to him.

There was much scuffling and swearing behind us. I looked at Brackus but he was focusing his gaze on the oak trees.

“Never interrupt a lady when she’s getting ready, Jenny,” he muttered, “unless you’ve a hankering for a boxed ear.”

I didn’t think Temperance would box my ear but I stayed turned away until she called out to us.

“Oh turn around,” she said grumpily. I peeked back. Temperance was wearing a long yellow gown, cut low over her shoulders and chest, with a high waistline that made her seem tall and elegant. Tufts of white fabric, some kind of thin filmy material, covered her arms. The effect was slightly ruined by the muddy boots peeking out from underneath the hem and the wild curls escaping from the ribbon Brackus had given her.

He looked her up and down. “Almost right,” he said, “may I adjust a little?”

Temperance sighed and held her arms out. Brackus sprang over and began tidying up her hair and tweaking the fit of the dress. I gave them both a wide berth, shooting what I hoped were sympathetic looks at Temperance from the sidelines. The goblin knelt before her, muttering a spell, and snapped his fingers. There was a shimmer in the air as a charm enveloped her boots, leaving them clean and polished.

Temperance picked her feet up, looking at them admiringly. “Now that’s a useful spell. You’ll have to teach me that one.”

“I dress her in a gown fit for a goddess and she admires the boot cantrip,” Brackus grumbled. He stepped back. “There you go, that’ll have to do for now. What do you think, Jenny?”

I considered Temperance. She looked much the same as before. I concentrated harder. The dress did seem to fit her better, no longer stretching over her hips and crumpling under her arms. I didn’t really think she looked much better than in her own clothes, though I supposed the yellow was nice. I liked yellow.

“I like yellow,” I said. Temperance’s face fell and Brackus sighed. “On you. I meant I like yellow on you,” I added. “You look very, um, smart.”

Brackus smacked his face into his hand. Temperance smiled at me.

“Thank you, Jenny,” she said, then laid a hand on Brackus’s shoulder, “And thank you, Brackus. I would never have been able to pick out something so elegant.”

He pursed his lips. “I could have done better with a few weeks’ notice, but it’ll do I suppose. You wear it very nicely, Mistress Crump.”

Temperance picked up her skirts and spun around. “If everything goes the way I hope maybe I’ll buy it off you to show my husband.”

I smiled to see her hopeful. The last rays of the evening sun played over the yellow silk, lighting it up as she spun. Then the sun dropped below the horizon.

“Come on,” I said, “we’d better get going. Let’s pray that Gwyn ap Nudd is in a helpful mood. Or at least that he doesn’t kill us on sight.”
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We heard the faerie court before we saw it. As we climbed the hill, Temperance was struggling with her dress and had bunched it up in both hands. She stopped walking as the first sounds filtered towards us and dropped the skirt. High laughter echoed through the oak trees, along with light music and assorted growling. It sounded like a troupe of bears were playing the harp. The Hunt was a wild place, so it wasn’t outside the bounds of probability.

Brackus was ahead of Temperance and me, and he turned around to look at us, gesturing for us to catch him up. I helped Temperance up the last bit of the hill and gazed out at the open ground before us. Nance Round would not have looked like much by daylight. The few blocks of masonry that had persisted from its time as a fort were overgrown with moss and the bulk of the structure was a raised ring of earth, covered with long grass, daisies, and sunny yellow dandelions. Had Brackus not told us the spot was an ancient site I doubted that I would have noticed anything special about it.

The fairies’ night-time additions, however, were spectacular. They had driven intricately carved wooden poles into the ground and hung bells and bright fabric streamers of every colour from the tops, turning the round into a huge tent. Balls of a soft white light hung in the air, casting a misty glow over the Court. Long trestle tables had been erected around the edge of the round, piled high with every kind of good food. Whole geese and swans were roasted and restuffed in their feathers, placed alongside heaped platters of honeyed parsnips and greens. Slices of fine white manchet bread were fanned out around silver dishes holding waxed cheeses. Strange fruits were scattered among the other plates, rare oranges and lemons and poppy-red pomegranates cut open to reveal the bloody seeds within. A suckling pig stared sightlessly out at the revels, a scarlet apple wedged in its mouth. Great copper and gold urns stood beside the food, awash with wines, blood-red and silvery golden, as well as spiced hippocras. As I watched I saw a faun wander over and dip an engraved wooden goblet into the red wine. The cup came up sloshing crimson liquid and the faun turned back to wassail the main company.

If the decorations and food were dramatic, the guests were something else. Every kind of fae seemed to have gathered together; tiny blue-skinned pixies hovered in the air, their glassy wings a blur of motion. Glaistigs, satyrs and centaurs with furred pelts of every hue lounged in a pile of rich velvet cushions, tossing glowing golden balls back and forth with each other and laughing. Skeletal fear-gortas lingered over the food, their wasted fingers dancing across plates of sweetmeats and honeyed fruit whilst brownies and redcaps hurried past underfoot. Many of my more distant cousins were there, other water spirits from other rivers. Pegs, Nellys, shellycoats and grindylows nodded towards me as I hesitated at the entrance to the court, my hand clutching the hilt of the sword for comfort.

Still scarcer creatures lurked around the edges of the gathering. The ground shook as a great monocular fachan, one of a Scottish breed of giants, thundered to the ground, using his single arm to ease his single leg to a sitting position. Most surprising of all was a gigantic cormorant that stood by the food tables, its mighty beak tearing at the skin of its roasted cousins.

And everywhere, there were the high fae.

They could only have passed for humans to the most casual observer, though their forms were much the same. Each was tall and slender, with long hair and colourful robes of painted linens and pricelessly rare brocaded silk. Their skin and eyes were every colour that could be imagined, often patterned after a favourite animal or flower. Males and females alike wore glittering white jewels; diamonds, pearls and opals, though I spied a few rings of amber. They were almost all dancing, long skirts and tunics flying out as they swirled, moving swiftly between each other.

Temperance stared at them, her eyed wide and admiring. Even I, who rarely recognised traditional beauty, was taken by their strange and graceful movements. Brackus nudged me.

“Look at the centaurs,” he whispered, “the golden balls.”

I followed his gaze. What I had taken to be enchanted toys were tiny glass globes, each containing a miniature fairy. As I watched a piebald centaur toss one to a faun with chestnut legs I could see the tiny creature bang against the glass, the light flickering as its face twisted with anger and despair. I had used wisplights my whole life, but this was something new and horrifying.

Disgusted, I took a step towards them. Brackus caught my arm, pulling me down so that I was forced to meet his eyes. I scowled at him.

“That’s the Jenny I know,” he said. “You’ve never been one to be taken in by pomp and circumstance. Take another look, and try not to be dazzled.” I blinked hard, trying to shake away the glamour, and turned. Where before I had only seen the cheekbones and delicate steps now I saw the cruelty. Where the high fae joined hands as they danced I saw long, sharp nails cutting into their partners’ hands, drops of blood scattering when they let go. None of the high fae deigned to check their path—if a brownie was in their way they would trample over him, not pausing even when he cried out. Shivering butterflies were pinned in their hair, kept alive by the courtly magic. A cluster of fae gathered around a beehive, conjuring blooms of illusory flowers and laughing their bell-like laughs as the bees struggled to collect the imaginary nectar.

I met Brackus’s eyes and he nodded at me. I felt a shiver go down my spine and Temperance came up beside me and took my arm, holding on tight.

Together the three of us stepped into the Court. Brackus led us forward, circling the dancers as he led us towards the far side of the old fort, where the earth rose to form the back wall. The high fae did not pay us mind but the lower fairies looked at the three of us with curiosity. A few followed in our wake. I could hear them chattering about the human. Temperance’s presence was a novelty, it seemed.

Brackus waited for a pair of dancers to move out of the way and then we beheld the thrones. Two great chairs were set on a high dais. A slim woman dressed in silver sat in the right-hand throne, but my eyes were drawn to the man on the left.

Gwyn ap Nudd sprawled in his seat, looking bored. He was intimidating even for a high fae. The icy green eyes of a wildcat blinked lazily out at the crowd, seeming brighter and keener for being set in the sun-browned skin of his face. A permanent scowl darkened his features, scratching deep lines into his brow. A thick fur cloak hung loosely from his shoulders over his bare chest, stitched from the pelts of wolf, fox, bear and otter. Most striking of all were the horns that branched from his temples, somewhere between the branching antlers of a stag and the curling horns of a ram.

Brackus halted before the dais and made a deep bow. Temperance curtseyed beside him. She glanced up at me from the corner of her eye. I knew I should bow but it rankled me to fawn at the feet of such a man. I compromised by nodding my head. Gwyn ignored me, focusing his cat’s eyes on Temperance, her yellow dress lush and vibrant in the enchanted light.

“A witch,” he said, his voice as deep and low as thunder. “It has been some time since your kind came to visit me. I had half thought magic had died out among mortal men. And you have arrived in the company of a hobgoblin and a river hag. Strange fellows indeed. Rise, mortal.”

Gwyn’s voice carried, hushing the gathering behind us. I could feel the eyes of the high fae scorching the back of my neck. Temperance stood up. I could see her trying not to fidget, holding her arms stiffly by her side.

“Do you know who I am, little witch?” Gwyn said, leaning forward in his chair. Somehow I doubted he was speaking English but the magic of the Court carried understanding to us.

“You are Gwyn ap Nudd, Lord of the Wild Hunt.” Her voice shook a little. I hoped I was the only one to notice.

“Yes,” rumbled Gwyn, “It seems that you mortals have not completely forgotten me. What is your name, child?”

“Temperance, my lord, Temperance Crump. I am from Chipping Appleby, on the Caerlee river. This is Jenny Greenteeth and Brackus Marsh. They guided me here.”

“The land of the hollow hills,” Gwyn said, turning his head to inspect Brackus and me. “I have not visited the valley of the Caerlee since the Old Times. Tell me, Temperance Crump, why have three such unlikely friends as yourselves come to visit my court?” He peered at her, fixing his considerable gaze on her face.

Temperance paused, struggling to speak.

“My lord…” she stuttered, seeming frozen as a rabbit caught before a fox.

“My lord, we have come to ask for your aid,” interjected Brackus. The horned lord glanced at him without much interest.

“What help would one such as a hobgoblin demand from the Lord of the Wild Hunt?” The gathering fae snickered at his words.

“The Erl King has come to Britain,” I said, curling my hands into fists. Gwyn’s attention snapped to me, quick as a striking hawk.

“The Erl King?” he said, looking as if he had only just registered my presence. “The Erl King is a continental presence, reaping his victims from across the steppes and plains of the East. If he had turned westwards and followed the path of the setting sun to our island there would have been word. Such an event does not occur quietly. Since there have been no whispers it cannot have happened. You are mistaken, little water spirit.”

I gritted my teeth. “I am not mistaken. I saw him, I felt his presence. I know the old ways and I know what he is. It is the Erl King, I am sure of it.”

A rustle went through the crowd as I contradicted Gwyn. He raised an eyebrow at me and peered with a little more interest.

“You speak very boldly in the presence of your king. Did you not learn respect as a hagseed?” spluttered an adjacent courtier, spitting the words through a mouth almost as cramped with teeth as my own.

“Peace,” Gwyn said, waving a finger indolently, “let the creature say her part. It would be beneath my station to take offence from one of the low fae.” He beckoned me towards him with a twitch of his hand. “If you are so sure of what you have seen then you will not mind sharing it with me?”

Confused, I stepped forward, nodding. His implacable eyes met mine and I gasped as his power gripped my mind. He was as strong as the Erl King had been but I was weaker away from my lake and he tore my thoughts apart between his hands as easily as a cat with a vole.

I fell to my knees, my eyes still caught in his gaze. Abandoning any pretence at resistance I opened the tattered barriers of my mind and showed him what I had seen in the parsonage. All at once I was back there, clinging to the wall, listening to the rattling breath, the sluggish heartbeat. The stench of decay filled my nostrils again and I saw the empty forest, the gleaming bone of the stag’s open ribcage.

Then it was gone again and I was slumped on my hands and knees in the centre of the court.

“Hmm,” said Gwyn, twisting one of the silver rings on his left hand, “curious indeed. The little maid speaks the truth. I would not have thought such a thing possible but there it is, all laid out in her mind.” He laughed, amused. “After an age of existence it is good to know I can still be surprised.”

The Court laughed with him, the sound rippling outwards from the throne. Temperance crept forward and helped me to my feet. Brackus draped my arm around his shoulder and I consented to lean on him.

“The Erl King has indeed come to Chipping Appleby it seems,” continued Gwyn, still ignoring me. “What on earth can have possessed him to travel such a long distance and with such secrecy of movement? I had heard there were disturbances in Germania; the heydays of the Black Death are behind us now, but I cannot imagine that it is so bleak that he must flee to the banks of the Caerlee. I wonder if the old whispers about that valley…” He drifted off, staring into the sky.

“My lord.” Temperance had stepped forward again. “My lord, about the Erl King?”

Gwyn broke off gazing and looked back at her, his eyes refocusing as they settled on her face. He smiled, mouth curling upwards.

“What is it, sweet child?” he asked. “Speak freely to your king.”

Temperance flushed but pressed on: “My lord, there are many tales of you hunting the forces of darkness, defeating them all. Will you not seek out the Erl King and slay him too?”

“Why should I do that?” asked Gwyn with genuine surprise. “He has not threatened me or mine. My court and my people are quite safe. You yourself are the first mortal to have visited the Wild Hunt for generations. The humans no longer show us the proper respect or make the old sacrifices and we have begun to splinter from their world. In another century we will be cleaved from this place entirely. It is no concern of mine what the Erl King does or does not do to this land since the Hunt will not be here to see it.”

Temperance’s face fell. “But you lead the Wild Hunt. Do you not wish to try your hand at besting such a foe?”

Gwyn snapped his fingers and a goblin in a page’s smock appeared at his side bearing a double-handed cup wrought from antler and bone. Gwyn took the cup and raised it towards Temperance.

“This is the stirrup cup of the Wild Hunt. We drank from it every night for millennia, hunting down creatures that would make your Erl King turn tail and run. This court and I have slain countless beasts, mounting their heads on our spears and bringing their skins home to lay at the feet of our ladies.” He tilted the cup to his left to indicate the pale queen.

“I have nothing left to prove to my court, little mortal, nor to you.”

He tossed the cup back to his page and slumped back in his chair, dismissing us with a wave.

Brackus moved forward. “My lord?”

“What now?” growled Gwyn. “You try my patience with your incessant chattering.”

“My lord, if you do not care what befalls the Erl King then tell us how we may defeat him,” urged Brackus. “A prince of the forest such as yourself knows more than any mortal or immortal yet living of hunting such strange creatures. If you would but share that knowledge then we could fight him ourselves, and not bother you further.”

“Gift you the knowledge of my years?” rumbled Gwyn, reaching for his wine goblet. “Your demands grow each time you speak, goblin. What price do you offer for the thousand-thousand hunts I rode in, the fathoms of blood I spilt?”

“I have nothing of value to give you,” whispered Temperance. “We have a little money, I can borrow more.”

Gwyn snorted. “Coins for the hard-won secrets of the Hunt? Do not insult me, girl.”

Temperance looked over at me desperately. I could feel the chance slipping away from us. I retrieved the chunk of amber from my pocket, my hand brushing against the sword belt.

“I had heard the high fae liked amber,” I said, holding it out to him.

Gwyn glanced at it. “Only that which has trapped creatures in it. Pure amber is mere tree sap and as creatures of the wild places we have that in abundance. You three are wasting my time. This audience is over, you may stay and enjoy the feast if you like.”

Twin guards stepped towards us, holding long spears tipped with sharply knapped flint.

“Please, my lord,” cried Temperance, falling to her knees. Brackus did the same. Swallowing my pride I joined them. What use was pride to me if the Erl King could not be defeated?

Gwyn ap Nudd barely looked at us, inspecting the contents of his goblet. The guards lowered their spears, preparing to shepherd us from the royal presence. I could see our last hope dying in the faded eyes of the Lord of the Hunt. Then something happened that I had not expected.

Gwyn’s queen reached out and laid a delicate hand on his arm. He turned towards her, moving his right hand to cover hers. She whispered something to him, too quiet for me to hear. He opened his mouth but she kept talking, tilting her blonde head towards us.

“Halt,” Gwyn said, without moving his eyes from the queen’s face. The guards stopped moving towards us but kept their spears pointed down. The queen finished speaking and smiled up at her husband. He raised the hand she had placed on his arm to his lips and kissed it tenderly. The queen blushed prettily and Gwyn motioned the guards back.

“Fortune smiles upon your strange trio,” he said, turning back towards us, “or at least my lady does, and she is fairer and more constant than that fickle creature.” He cast a devoted glance at his wife.

“Lady Creiddylad has interceded for you and suggested a challenge. A chance for you to prove yourself worthy of my aid.”

I stood again, pulling Temperance and Brackus to their feet beside me. Gwyn smirked at us.

“There are two ways to vanquish a being such as the Erl King. One method is beyond low fae such as yourselves. The other way is what I propose for you. There are three tasks you must complete to open up this course. When you have finished all three then you will have demonstrated to me that you are capable enough to not disgrace my help. Return here and I shall tell you how to defeat the Erl King and you may then leave to pursue the final confrontation with my blessing and the blessing of the Wild Hunt.”

“Thank you, my lord,” said Temperance meaningfully, “and Lady Creiddylad, my deepest gratitude for your kindness and compassion.”

The queen inclined her head gracefully but did not say anything. Gwyn continued as if Temperance had not spoken.

“Have you heard of the Twrch Trwyth?” he asked. Temperance looked blank. Brackus shook his head.

“The Twrch Trwyth is a great wild boar, the King of all Swine so they used to say. I hunted him myself many centuries ago but released him after capture rather than slay such an exceptional beast. He wanders across the isles of Britain and Ireland, using both Wild and mortal roads. The key to banishing the Erl King is found with this boar.”

Gwyn paused to take a swig of wine. Smacking his lips he returned his attention to us.

“Hunt down the Twrch Trwyth but do not kill him. Instead you must trap him and hold him fast. When you have caught him take out a comb of silver and brush the bristles that grow from his back. As you do this you will comb out the poison that infuses the bristles and it will go into the silver. Bring this comb back to me and I shall give you the second task.”

He sat back, clearly pleased with himself and took another drink. His page ran forward to refill his cup.

“Where might we find this boar, my lord?” I asked.

Gwyn guffawed loudly, slapping the arms of his throne. “Even if I knew that I would not tell you! Only the finest trackers can seek him out; he cannot be found by spell or spoor. That is why this is a challenge. If you cannot meet the Twrch Trwyth and best him then you would die before you even approach the Erl King and I will have been proven wise to keep my counsel. I would advise that you hurry. The Erl King will be weakest in the long days of midsummer. Your best chance will be to complete your three tasks at the summer solstice. When the nights begin to grow again, so will his power.

“The last thing I shall say to you is to beware the beast’s cunning. He was a man once, cursed long ago to dwell in the form of an animal and has lost none of that intelligence, even as his mind fell into pain and hatred.”

Gwyn laughed and waved a lazy hand at us. We were clearly dismissed for good this time. Temperance and Brackus bowed and we backed away into the crowd.

Brackus shepherded us behind one of the long trestle tables and brought us all cups of small beer and a platter of fruit. I snapped off pieces of the sugar confection closest to us, spun into the shape of a water dragon.

“What do you think?” whispered Temperance, in between bites of an apple.

“Better than nothing,” Brackus answered, “and not as good as I had wished for. I had hoped that we would have some more solid advice on what to do next. I’ve no idea how to find this boar Gwyn is on about.”

“You haven’t heard of it?” Temperance asked. Brackus shook his head.

“I think I might have,” I said, trying to reach for the memory. They looked at me. “I think my mother mentioned it to me once. All I remember is that it likes woodland. Old woodland. Cannock Chase, Sherwood, the Forest of Dean. Places like that.”

“Well thank you for that, Jenny,” said Brackus. “Boars like forests. I was about to suggest we set off for Salisbury Cathedral but with that pearl of wisdom I think we’re on the right track.”

“Don’t snark at me, Marsh,” I hissed at him, “coming here was your idea and you’ve never even heard of the damned creature.”

He swelled up like a bullfrog, but Temperance interrupted him before he could respond.

“Don’t bicker, you two are worse than my three-year-old.” She sighed. “It might be a little obvious but at least it’s a start. If the boar likes ancient forests then maybe we should pick one and wait for it to turn up.”

We all gloomily contemplated the thought of sitting in a forest waiting for a magical boar to come and attack us.

“I suppose it’s better than going back home to be eaten,” I reflected.

“Not much better,” said Brackus.

“Do you have another plan?” Temperance asked. Brackus sipped his beer and yawned but did not reply.

“Maybe we should sleep on it and rethink in the morning,” I suggested.

“Is it safe to sleep here?” Temperance asked, eying the swirling fae suspiciously. “I don’t wish to insult either of you but I do not think I would feel at ease among these fairies.”

“Probably not right here,” Brackus said. “Let’s go back down into the valley. This lot should be having too much fun to bother us, especially if we stay out of the forest.”

We slunk away from the party, dodging gibbering phantoms and selkies as we went.

The woods were dark and I had to guide the other two through the trees. Eventually we came out into the meadow at the edge of the village.

Temperance plopped down on the ground. “I’m too tired to go any further. Let’s just rest here for now.” Neither of us had much strength to argue with her and sank to the ground as well.

“What about the comb that Gwyn said we will need?” Temperance said, shuffling backwards to lean against one of the oak trees. “Do you have one, Brackus?”

“I’d have to check my pack, but I don’t think so. It’s not the sort of thing I would usually carry around; most of my fairy customers wouldn’t want such a luxurious item and the few witches I visit wouldn’t use it in a spell.”

“Surely you know where we could get one?” I asked, curling up between the tree roots.

“Not in this part of the world. We’d have to go to a large town, one wealthy enough to keep a silversmith in business. Though I suppose we’ll be travelling anyway to try and find this Twrch Trwyth creature. Like you said though, Jenny, we’ll worry about it tomorrow.”

Temperance stretched out on my left, with Brackus leaning against the oak on her other side. He muttered something and sparks flew from his fingers, dancing into the air.

“That should give us some warning in case anything gets bored of the feast fare and decides to come down the hill in the middle of the night for a snack,” he said, swaddling himself in his cloak. “If something does, I recommend you hit it first and ask questions later.”

I huddled up to the nearby roots. Closing my eyes I reached for sleep, trying not to think about my lake. As I drifted off the last thing I heard was Brackus beginning to snore.
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I awoke to the smell of fresh flowers. A sweet aroma of roses and geraniums, floating on the morning breeze. I smiled, eyes still closed, and stretched out a hand to my side. My fingers grazed soft silk, probably Temperance’s yellow dress. Then she murmured in her sleep, the noise coming from the opposite side of me.

I jerked my eyes open. Lady Creiddylad was kneeling over me, her hand hovering just above my shoulder. I hissed and scuttled backwards, my spine pressing against the tree.

“Don’t be afraid, Jenny,” she said soothingly, “I only meant to wake you up. It’s morning.” Her face was calm and her voice melodic, like the sound of a wooden flute. I reached over and nudged Temperance awake.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, as Temperance blinked the sleep dust from her eyes then gaped at the queen.

Creiddylad smiled at me. The effect was startling; the warmth of her expression lit up her face, like a sunset painting the clouds in pink rays.

“I thought I would come and break my fast with you before you set off on your quest. I brought food.” She gestured behind her at a wicker hamper. I cast it a suspicious look. That had definitely not been there a moment ago.

“Breakfast,” questioned Temperance, still looking half asleep. “You want to eat breakfast with us?”

Creiddylad tossed her something gold and gleaming. She caught it in both hands then held it up to the light: a tiny glass jar of honey.

“Come and eat,” the queen said. She stood up and walked over to the hamper. She picked up a blanket of olive-green velvet and shook it out, spreading it out over the grass. Temperance followed her over while I shook Brackus awake. He woke muttering and confused.

“Brilliant protective spell, Marsh,” I said while he was getting his bearings. “Gwyn’s wife managed to walk right past it.”

“Who?” he slurred. I pointed at where Creiddylad was unpacking fine pottery plates and goblets from her basket. “Mercy me!” Brackus leapt to his feet and hurried over, brushing his hands over the buttons on his shirt and adjusting the gold braid.

“My lady,” he said, bowing deeply, “what an unexpected honour. Had we known you would grace us with your presence we would have been waiting, would have prepared something for you!”

“Nonsense, Master Marsh, you are a guest at my court. It is for me to entertain you, is it not? That is the ancient law of hospitality.” Creiddylad extended a hand towards where Temperance was sitting. “Please join us. Jenny, come and sit by me.”

Brackus plopped down on the blanket. I scrutinised the fairy queen but try as I might I could not detect any hint of danger in her face. I lowered myself to the ground in the spot she had indicated. The velvet blanket was achingly soft under my hands, the plates dazzlingly painted in blue and white.

“Thank you, Jenny. May I serve you a cup of something? We have small beer, apple juice, spring water?” She indicated a row of coloured glass bottles that were nestled in the wicker basket, each sealed with golden wax.

“Water will be fine, thank you.”

Creiddylad selected one. She cracked open the stopper and poured out a cup. Turning back to the hamper she took out pastries and fruit, platters of grilled mushrooms and fried eggs. Butter was served in a pat stamped with a swirling pattern of interlocking Gs and Cs, ready to be slathered onto glossy, freshly baked rolls. With a smile Creiddylad retrieved a jar awash with a dark liquid, cracking open the lid as she handed it to me.

“Pickled herring,” she said. “Try it. I hear it is a delicacy among river spirits of the east coast.”

I reached inside with a bone-handled knife, spearing a chunk of fish and bit into it. The half-sweet half-sharp flavour filled my mouth and the flesh was succulent and tender.

“Delicious,” I mumbled, looking at the queen, “my thanks for thinking of it.”

She beamed at me. “You must take the whole jar of course. It is an underappreciated taste among my court.”

“My lady, might I ask—” I began, but she held up a hand gently, cutting me off.

“Eat first, Jenny,” she said, “we will talk afterwards. You have a long road ahead and will need your strength.”

I met Temperance’s eyes and she shrugged slightly and reached for a roll. I helped myself to the food, heaping a plate high with some of everything. It was all delicious, impossibly fresh and with that round, filling sense food has in times of plenty.

Temperance and Brackus feasted alongside me, drizzling honey over hotcakes and pinching flakes of sea salt to top yellow-hearted eggs.

Creiddylad made her own plate, slicing rolls in half to fill with eggs and rashers of bacon. She nibbled at the creation so delicately that a less suspicious eye than my own would not have noticed that she put away three such sandwiches. She caught me watching and winked.

“I send out a maidservant at first light to fetch eggs and milk from a local farm wherever we go. One of my indulgences.”

“A human servant?” Temperance asked. “A changeling?”

“Oh, just one of the nixies,” Creiddylad said. “She leaves gold and blesses the hens with good laying before she goes.”

I could tell Temperance wanted to say something to that but she stayed quiet, chewing thoughtfully on a mouthful of mushrooms.

Brackus kept trying to engage the queen in conversation, offering compliments and courtly ripostes. She simply nodded politely in between bites, and he eventually resorted to simply gazing at her.

Even to my normally uninterested eyes, Creiddylad was profoundly beautiful. Her white-gold hair was caught up in a net, pinned in place by a halo of pearls. A crescent moon was painted on the cream-coloured skin between her dark eyebrows, the curve echoing the perfect circle of her face. The only imperfection was the queen’s uneven eyes, one violet, one green.

She was as fresh and lovely as a bank of spring flowers gilded by a late frost. It was difficult for me to remember her sitting alongside Gwyn, who was all chaos, thunder and glowering darkness. I had rarely seen two less matched people. Perhaps that contradiction was what had bound them together for all this time.

I reached for a final piece of bread to mop up the last splashes of egg yolk and refilled the queen’s cup. She drank and then began tidying the spread away. She poured water into a silver bowl for us to wash, laying out a towel beside to dry our hands. I sat back and fought the urge to pick at my teeth.

When everything was stowed away Creiddylad folded her hands neatly in her lap and smiled at us.

“Now that we have eaten,” she said, “let us move on to business. You may be wondering what I am doing here. I did not have a chance to speak with you directly at the Court last night and I wanted another opportunity to meet you before you leave on your quest.”

“Thank you, my lady,” burbled Brackus, “it is truly an honour to break bread with you.”

I thought that perhaps the only honest compliment he had ever made. Creiddylad patted his hand gently, causing Brackus to flush scarlet.

“You are sweet to say so, Master Marsh, but it is not honour that I come to offer you. Though the Twrch Trwyth pales in comparison to the Erl King, it is still a most dangerous adversary, one that has inspired legends for many years. I fear that none of you have much experience in hunting even mortal boars. Would I be correct in that assumption?”

I nodded. “I have seen them occasionally drink from my lake, though not since the village grew more populous. Even in the old days I never preyed on them.”

“I thought so.” The queen paused. “I would very much like to see you succeed in this endeavour. I have thought about what help I can offer you. I am tied to the court, by bonds of both love and duty. Even if I were free to accompany you, I cannot imagine that I would be of much assistance. But there are other things that I can contribute. Three things will I gift you, for three is the most magical of numbers.”

“Lady Creiddylad, we would never presume—” started Brackus.

“Please, Master Marsh, I want to help.”

Brackus settled down, and Creiddylad began again.

“The first gift I can offer you is knowledge. The Twrch Trwyth is unpredictable in many ways, but consistent in a few. He returns to the same places each year for the solstices and the changing of the seasons. The spring equinox is in ten days. The boar feels the shift from darkness to light. He will go to Glastonbury, travelling through the Mendip Hills. If you want to catch him soon then your best opportunity will be to waylay him as he passes through the gorge at Cheddar.”

Brackus withdrew a scrap of parchment and began scrawling notes with a stick of charcoal. Creiddylad continued:

“The second gift is this.” She reached to her head, removing a shining comb from where it was tucked into her hair.

“Use this comb to brush out the poison on the boar’s bristles,” Creiddylad said. “It was wrought by dwarfs using their own magic and will contain the venom better than one made by mortal smiths.”

She handed it to Temperance who turned it over in her hands. I could see that it was silver, smooth and beautifully made.

“Finally, I offer one of my most prized possessions,” sighed the queen, “as much as such a thing can be possessed.” She raised her fingers to her mouth and whistled like a field hand.

At first I saw nothing and heard only the echoes of Creiddylad’s whistle. Then something rustled in the woods behind us. I twisted to look, just in time to see a great hound burst out from among the oak trees. It lolloped over to where the queen sat and barked at her playfully. Creiddylad laughed and reached out a hand. The dog approached, bending its head down to be patted and shaking its tail.

“This is Cavall,” she said, scratching behind its ears. “The greatest hound who has ever lived. Such a fine hunting dog was he that my husband adopted him as his own, extending his life while he runs with the court. The last and only time the Twrch Trwyth was caught, Cavall was the one who brought him down. Take him with you and he will be happy to chase the boar again.”

I looked at the dog. It was tall, leaning down to lick Creiddylad’s ears as she sat on the ground and laughed up at him. I hadn’t much experience with dogs other than the black-and-white sheepdogs the village farmers kept. This was a different kind of creature entirely. Its body was slim and rangy, with long legs and a long nose. Its coat was a brindled brown, with a splash of white at his neck and tail. It looked over at us with doggish interest before padding over to Temperance and putting its head in her lap and yawning.

She laughed and began to stroke its head. Creiddylad smiled again.

“I am pleased he has taken to you so quickly!” She leaned over to stroke the dog’s hindquarters. Cavall rolled over so she could scratch his stomach more easily, wagging his tail again.

I wasn’t sure what to make of the dog. Creiddylad and Temperance were reacting to it as if it were a toddling child, but it didn’t seem much more interesting than a sheep or a deer or any other four-legged land creature. It probably tasted similar too. I decided not to mention that to the queen.

I realised they were both looking at me, having asked a question I hadn’t heard. I gambled with a nod. Temperance looked pleased and shifted over to make space. Clearly I had assented to touching the beast.

I crawled over, reaching out a long finger to prod the dog’s back. It felt lean and bony. I didn’t really feel the attraction but I smiled at Temperance and the queen anyway. The creature did have nice fur, long and silky. I thought it would make a lovely coat, or perhaps a rug. I decided to keep that thought to myself as well.

Cavall twisted his head around, peering down his snout to regard me with beady black eyes. Temperance patted its neck and he opened his mouth, panting contentedly.

“It is a wrench to let him go,” said the queen, “but I fear he is getting restless now that Gwyn no longer hunts. He deserves to stretch his legs and run, not stay here as a lapdog.” She stroked his ears tenderly.

I didn’t think that the dog looked distressed at being petted and cosseted but the queen seemed certain. In any case the beast was sure to be useful as we hunted down the great boar and I did not want to contradict her.

Brackus coughed politely, moving closer to the queen.

“Lady Creiddylad,” he began. “You have shown us unrivalled kindness and generosity. I am sure all three of your gifts will be invaluable as we continue on this quest. However, I must ask—” he paused awkwardly “—why have you decided to grant us this most substantial aid? I have visited the Court before and never have I seen you intercede the way you did last night, nor have I heard it related by others.”

Temperance waggled her eyebrows at him, as if to tell him to stop talking before Creiddylad took offence.

The queen nodded. “Quite a reasonable question, Master Marsh. It is indeed a rare thing for me to interfere with my husband’s rulings. Perhaps the reason for that scarcity is that it is rare for someone to come to the Court asking for help in such an endeavour. Our petitioners request money, favours, magic. The three of you ask for help in a quest.

“Ah my children, I know you that are old compared to a mortal like Temperance here, but to me all three of you seem alike in your youth. For ten thousand years I have walked this earth, treading on roads both mortal and fairy. I wed Gwyn when we were both younger than you are now, and our love was a shining thing, bringing light and happiness to us both. It was a time of epic quests, a time where it was common to slay a dragon and rescue a damsel, to risk life and limb for honour and glory. The world was larger then, or so it seemed it was to me.

“When the Romans came from over the southern seas, we retreated to our mountain fastnesses and waited them out, still hoping for one final blaze of splendour. Our hopes came true when they left and Arthur came to power. He brought back the old ways and invited all to come to his court at Camelot. You cannot know how sweet that time was for Gwyn and me; we found we were young again, our love was remade. Those years of chivalry and adventure were the happiest of my life.”

Creiddylad stopped speaking. Her face was shining but I thought there were tears in her eyes.

“Mayhap we should have left then. Arthur died on Mordred’s sword and the world fell apart without him. The kingdom he had built shattered and Gwyn and I returned to the Hunt; sadder, wiser and older. Since then the Hunt has faded from a great force to the shadow court you saw last night. We are fading still. That is not a wholly bad thing. I am ready to leave this mortal earth of mankind. But I still think of those glorious years with bitter fondness.

“Then last night you came to my court, craving assistance to slay a monster and save your village. I remembered the old days. I saw the shadows of Arthur’s knights in your faces. There is no Merlin left to guide you on your path so I resolved to do what I could to take that place.”

Creiddylad wiped away the tears that had dripped down her cheeks. I watched her face. It was still beautiful, but as she had spoken I had seen some of the numberless days start to carve their passage on her face. Lines had formed, then deepened around her mouth and eyes, scars of a thousand laughs, a thousand tears. Her hair glinted silver and the hand she held up to brush back a strand was mottled and papery. I glanced at Brackus, but he still stared at her in total adoration.

“Fifty years ago I think Gwyn would have helped you himself, but he is too far gone now. You will have to do this alone. Complete the three tasks and I will guarantee that Gwyn will tell you the rest of the way to defeat the Erl King.”

We were quiet when the queen finished speaking. Temperance leaned over to stroke her hand and Cavall whined. Creiddylad smiled and the years fell away from her again, her face luminous.

“I entreat you not to waste your pity on me. I have lived a long and eventful life, blessed with love and adventure. I am happy that you have come here and are allowing me to help you. It may be the last good thing I do in this world.”

“Thank you for telling us that, my lady. We are honoured to hear it,” said Temperance. I nodded, realising to my surprise that I truly agreed. Behind me I heard Brackus sniffle.

Creiddylad shook her head and rose to her feet.

“Now, I must not keep you any longer,” she said, “Take the dog, the comb and the advice and be on your way. Eight days of walking should bring you to Cheddar Gorge, which will give you one day to prepare.”

We scrambled up and the queen kissed each of us on the cheek, not flinching at my damp green skin. It was as strange an experience as I had ever had, but not altogether unpleasant. Brackus bent over her hand in his most exotic bow and she laughed aloud. He looked as pleased as if she had given him a bar of gold and practically skipped back to my side.

“Jenny, Brackus, Temperance,” said Creiddylad. “Fair weather and good fortune keep you safe until we meet again.” She seemed to glow from within, moving eastwards so that the rising sun was at her back. I blinked and then she was gone, leaving only the faintest smell of lilies on the wind. The basket and blankets were gone too; in their place sat leather satchels. I bent to inspect the closest one. It was stuffed with neatly packed food, a cloak and a small pouch of bronze coins.

Cavall whined again then jumped up. He barked twice then tossed his head to the north.

“Well,” I said, picking up one of the satchels. “We have a week of walking ahead of us. Let’s move out.”







[image: image]Chapter Ten

The journey from Cornwall to Cheddar Gorge was uneventful, marked only by a change in the weather. The golden days of early spring yielded to sheeting rain carried on westerly winds that soaked through our cloaks and harried our steps. I discovered quickly that a lifetime spent underwater had not prepared me for the misery of being dripping wet on land, scrambling with bare hands and feet through muddy roads. Temperance became silent and sullen as the rainy days wore on and even Cavall’s boundless energy seemed to ebb once the rain had scattered all potential chasing targets.

Brackus alone seemed unaffected by the weather. The tarpaulin that he usually erected over our campsites was able to be buttoned into an overcoat that kept him warm and dry and his boots were sturdy and waterproof. The raindrops only touched his face. If his expression ever faltered then a quick glance at me seemed to perk him up again. For a while I thought that it was the sight of my struggles that was cheering him so but the effect was much the same during the rare dry intervals.

I grew to suspect that his constant smirking was the result of the glamour he had agreed to cast on me so that we might travel human roads without alarm. He had claimed to be altering my appearance to that of a wizened grandmother but I doubted that would make him giggle into his collar ten times a day.

As it happened I did not think the glamour was of much use anyway. We rarely saw another traveller on those long muddy roads through Cornwall. I glimpsed occasional cottages clinging to the hillsides as we walked but the road north passed mostly over moors and heaths, where the earth was too thin to support farming. Black-faced sheep peeked out at us from the shadows of high granite tors, chewing thoughtlessly as we passed before them.

I left the rations Creiddylad had given us to Brackus and Temperance and caught my own food from the handful of streams we crossed. I stuck my head in each, looking to see if anyone was at home and enjoying the chance to bathe and recoup a little of my strength. The water was rarely inhabited by anything more than frogs and fish but as we passed into Devon I did meet another Jenny in a tributary of the Torridge river. She refused to come out to meet my companions but generously shared a large trout with me and gave me another to take on my way. When I emerged from the stream, dripping and cheerful from the rare interaction with my own kind I found Brackus and Temperance huddled under a spreading oak tree. As I scuttled towards them I felt a wave of hot dry air flow towards me.

“Marsh, is it you doing that?” I shouted, retreating before I dried out too much.

The heat vanished and the misting rain immediately fell to fill the air.

“Sorry, Jenny,” Temperance called. I hurried over to join them.

The witch looked refreshed, her clothes had dried out and the curls that had been plastered to her face were now springing in their usual dark halo. I glowered at Brackus.

“Did you have to push the spell out so far?” I asked. “What if someone had come past and noticed it?”

Brackus shook his head, grinning. “Not me, Jenny. Temperance asked me if I knew any spells for heat. I taught her the cantrip and she cast it better than I ever have! We’ve a powerful witch among us, Jenny.”

I looked over at Temperance who was smiling widely and I battened down my bad mood.

“Well done,” I said, genuinely pleased that she would be able to dry out properly from now on. Temperance went pink with pleasure.

“Well, Brackus is a good teacher. The credit should really go to him.”

Brackus smirked at me and I snorted.

“I always knew you had a gift for producing hot air, Marsh. Come, let’s get going again.”

The roads became busier as we headed through Devon and into Somerset, filling up with shepherds driving stocks to market and merchants leading donkeys loaded down with packs. The rain eased and we began to see the lands we were walking through. The high moors ceded to low farmland, sheep gave way to fields budding with new growth. I was steadier on my feet now, able to walk upright for hours at a time without leaning on Temperance, though as each day wound to a close I would revert to all fours for the final few miles.

We turned westwards and began to head towards the rising form of the Mendips. At the end of the seventh day we made camp at Brent Knoll, in the shadow of the lonely hill. Brackus lit his dark fire and he and Temperance bunched together around it. I still disliked the flames but joined them to share their conversation. Cavall flopped down on top of my feet and yawned. I slid my feet out from under him and he looked up at me as if I had slapped him.

“Cursed beast,” I muttered. He whined at me. I gave him a tentative prod with my toe and he rolled over. Temperance reached over to scratch his stomach and he wagged his tail.

“We should reach the entrance to the gorge tomorrow,” said Brackus, reaching for a stick and beginning to sketch out a map in the ashes. “This,” he said, marking out a long wavering line that made a sharp angle back on itself, “is the path of the gorge. We will need to make our move before the boar reaches this point where it widens out.” He scored a mark across the line of the valley and drew a north arrow beside it.

“All right,” Temperance said, furrowing her forehead. “And how exactly do we make our move?”

Brackus dropped the stick. “I am not completely sure, my dear. Hunting is not exactly a pastime I have indulged in, except where necessary to keep hunger at bay. I was hoping that Jenny here, as our resident ambush predator, would have some ideas.” They both turned to look at me. Even Cavall tilted his head my way.

I was a little thrown by this. There was quite a large difference between hunting fish or snatching an unwary faun from the edge of my lake and bearding a wild boar in the open. I stroked my chin to play for time.

“Can you tell me a little more about the gorge?” I asked. “Are there any lakes or streams nearby?”

“Not in the main corridor.” Brackus pointed his stick at the eastern entrance of the valley, “There are some small streams here. The gorge rises to over a hundred feet on either side but it’s too steep to climb, it’s just sheer rock face. There are no good spots to hide on the valley floor, and it’s fairly narrow. I expect that is why Lady Creiddylad suggested the gorge would be a good place to strike.”

I inspected the drawing, leaning over with a finger to trace the strokes in the mud.

“Do you have anything in that pack of yours that might be of use, Brackus?”

The goblin shrugged. “Some ropes. Not enough to weave a net from. I imagine even a mortal boar could break through them easily enough.”

I turned to Temperance. “What about you? Any hunting or restraint spells?”

She thought about it. “I could probably make a lure that would at least draw the boar over to have a look. It wouldn’t be strong enough to hold him for long, especially when we try to comb him. And we have Cavall of course.” She patted the dog.

I turned it over in my mind. Temperance’s lure, Brackus’s rope, Cavall and me. Surely I could make something out of that. Something flickered; the bones of a plan took shape, blurry but definitely there.

“I might have something,” I said slowly, “but we’re all going to have to work very closely together. And it could be very dangerous.”

Brackus gulped. “Dangerous for all of us?”

I shook my head. “Mainly dangerous for me.”

Brackus relaxed. “Well, that’s all right then,” he said and grinned at me.

The entrance to Cheddar Gorge rose up before us. Brackus had been accurate when he described the cliffs as sheer. Greying limestone crags jutted out over scree slopes, with only a handful of trees to seek shelter behind. We walked through the valley, the three miles taking us over an hour to cover. At the north end I clambered up one of the sides with Temperance and we looked down into the ravine. Brackus was waiting at the bottom and Cavall was nowhere to be seen, presumably racing around with excitement at the various smells and shapes of the canyon. I tilted my head back to watch a hawk hovering in the late afternoon sky.

Suddenly Temperance turned to me. “Are you sure about this plan, Jenny? It seems very treacherous for you. It is not too late to change your mind. I’m sure we can come up with something else.”

I shook my head. “We are out of time. The boar will arrive tomorrow and if we miss this opportunity then it could be years before we find him again. Even with Creiddylad’s intercedence we don’t even know if Gwyn will remember the next task by then. I think Brackus may have been overstating it when he said the Lord of the Hunt’s wits had not faded. We need to do this now.”

She sighed, looking out at the wooded slopes behind the cliff edges.

“I know that makes sense but I don’t want you to get hurt. Brackus and I will be out of danger, you will be the only one at risk. It doesn’t seem fair.”

“Well I am the strongest of us, I doubt either of you two could go up against the Twrch Trwyth. Besides, a part of me is almost excited at the thought. After a thousand years in my lake my life could use a little danger to keep it fresh.”

Temperance patted my shoulder. “Thank you, Jenny. I know that you’ve done so much for us already. I wish I didn’t need to keep asking for your help. I feel I’m a bad friend to ask you to put yourself in danger, but I’d be a bad mother if I didn’t try to give this plan the best chance of success.”

I smiled at her. “You’re a good mother. And though I am not particularly experienced in the matter I would say that you are a good friend too. Come now, let us walk back and find the best spot to lay this trap.”

The day before the spring equinox dawned bright and clear. We did not know what time the boar would pass through the gorge so we arose with the sun and scattered to our positions with only the briefest confirmation of our tasks. Brackus hurried off to the northern entrance, trailed by a bounding Cavall. Temperance and I walked down into the valley together. The floor was still draped in shadow, the sun too low to permeate over the eastern cliffs. We reached the point of our divergence, a crooked whitebeam tree.

I nodded to Temperance and to my surprise she threw her arms around me in a hug. Stunned, I tapped her back awkwardly.

“Good luck, Jenny,” she said, releasing me. “I know you can do this.”

She turned away and slipped behind the tree. I stood there gawking for a moment then shook myself. The eastern cliffs were especially steep in this section, rising almost vertically from the road. I flexed my fingers and toes and began to climb. It was easier than scaling the wall of the parsonage; I did not have to worry about being quiet and could leap from ledge to ledge with abandon. I was enjoying myself by then and grew careless. A rock slipped out from my feet and only a tuft of grass saved me from an ignominious fall. I resolved to concentrate more.

I found a good spot, tucked beneath a protuberant rock bed that would keep me shielded from sunlight even at midday. I turned around so that I was looking down at the floor of the gorge, crouching down on my ankles. I could not see Temperance, though I knew she was still behind the whitebeam tree. I hoped she had been able to climb it and was even now casting her spell from the safety of its branches.

I patted the coil of rope at my waist, then realised with a jolt of surprise that I was still carrying the sword. I had almost forgotten I had it with me, had not unsheathed it once since leaving the cave. I had nowhere to leave it now, I would just have to keep wearing it.

The morning passed into afternoon. Long hours of squatting on a tiny ledge of rock were beginning to cramp my legs. I tried to flex my muscles, to keep them from falling asleep. The sun had passed overhead, lighting up the valley and was now beginning to travel westwards, the rays flashing in my eyes.

I realised I had not seen another traveller all day, despite meeting a handful passing through the gorge yesterday. Was there a local tradition that kept the canyon empty on the day before the equinox? It would at least make it easier for us to complete our tasks if we weren’t worrying about prying mortal eyes.

Another hour passed. I estimated it was mid-afternoon. We had thought the boar would have come by now. I began to worry that I had missed it, dozed off without noticing and awoken too late. Surely Temperance would have come and got me if that was the case? Unless she had fallen asleep as well. I wrestled with myself. It was a stupid notion, but now I had thought of it I wanted to go and check with her. It would only take a moment for me to ask, I could be back in position in no time.

I decided it was worth it and began to warm up my legs to begin the climb down when a horn sounded from the north. Brackus’s signal. I whipped around. The horn rang out again and on the wind I could detect the faint baying of a hound.

No time now to mess around by talking to Temperance. I would just have to trust that she was ready. I leaned out as far as I dared, peering down the road to the north. Nothing yet. I unwound the rope from my waist, looping the ends around my hands. I patted the silver comb, hanging by a leather thong around my neck. Everything seemed to be in place.

More barking came from the north. It sounded like Cavall but the tone was deeper than normal, baying out joyfully. I could hear faint squealing as well, similar to the village pigs. I hoped that was the boar and that the first part of the plan was in place.

Thundering hoofbeats echoed through the cliffs, growing in tempo and volume with each passing minute. Cavall would be chasing the boar down the valley now, skirting close enough to nip at its ankles. I trusted the silly creature had the wit not to get gored. Creiddylad’s generosity might crack if we got her favourite pet killed.

The hoofbeats got louder and as I stared out I saw a dark shape come into view. It was a large blur, a deep muddy-brown, that sharpened into the shape of a huge boar. I thought it was easily five feet tall, judging by the size of the boulders it was rushing by. Long stained tusks curled out from its mouth, dripping saliva as it galloped. Hooves the size of dinner plates clattered on the stones of the road, aiming occasional kicks at the hound snapping at them. Cavall was right on his heels, dodging back and forth to drive the creature onwards. The boar was furious, almost reaching him with each kick, but kept running.

They were still a few hundred yards away, but the distance was closing fast. I thought the boar’s patience was wearing thin and any moment now he would stop and make a stand. I was hoping that would happen close enough to Temperance’s tree.

Cavall reached out to bite the boar’s left hind leg, drawing blood which spattered onto the grass. The great beast ground to a halt, turned around and bellowed at the hound. Cavall skipped backwards, his black eyes not moving from the hog. The boar rushed at him, lowering its tusks in an attempt to impale the dog. Cavall jumped to the side at the last minute and risked a chomp of the boar’s ear. It roared at him and tried to turn around. Cavall held his ground, ears pricked and tail held confidently high.

I whistled and Cavall glanced up. He darted to avoid another strike from the boar. I whistled again and Cavall ran forward, leaping into the air. He sailed over the rump of the beast and landed neatly on the other side. With a final bark of farewell he bolted back the way he had come, hopefully looking to return to wherever Brackus had set him.

The boar bellowed after him but didn’t chase. It snuffled around in the grass, shaking out the leg Cavall had bitten. It didn’t seem inclined to rush on with its journey. That was good. We wanted it shaken from the interaction but calm enough to accept the lure Temperance was about to send out.

The giant pig trotted forward, testing its injured leg. It hopped a little, grunting as it shifted its weight around. It walked forward again, stopping right in front of the whitebeam tree. It was still sniffling along the ground, tearing up chunks of grass to munch on. Suddenly I smelt the faint aroma of liquorice on the air again. Temperance was casting her spell.

At the foot of the tree little white shapes were beginning to bubble up through the earth. The boar sniffed, lowering its nose to the ground. A cornucopia of fungi was growing up alongside the roots. Beefsteak, dryad’s saddle and hedgehog mushrooms blossomed from the side of the tree, opening umbrellas out up to the sun. The boar regarded them thoughtfully then began to munch, the sounds of mastication floating up through the canyon.

The scent of liquorice strengthened and flowery scarlet elfcups and rose-coloured wood ears popped up, their bright colours intended to catch the boar’s eyes. Still more broke through the grass, bulbous white puffballs and lacy cauliflower fungus. Temperance was laying a path of mushrooms from the tree to the foot of the eastern cliffs. The boar followed the trail, snuffling noisily at the treats. It paused right beneath me to graze on a particularly flavoursome crop.

I tensed my legs, trying to judge when to spring. Temperance had promised me that the enchanted mushrooms would calm the boar enough that it wouldn’t immediately kill me, but the effect would only last so long. I needed to go precisely when the boar had eaten enough for the soothing spell to take hold but before it had eaten its fill and decided to move on.

Minutes flashed past. When was the right moment? Brackus and Temperance had completed their parts perfectly, I could not risk messing up mine. Below me the boar paused, turning its head to the south, a ribbon of fungus draping from its mouth. I froze—had I waited too long?

The boar snorted, then lowered its head to continue eating. I decided I had to go now. I shoved all my courage into my shaking legs and jumped.

I landed catlike on the boar’s back, looping the twist of rope around its head. The boar shrieked and bucked wildly, kicking out with both back legs and twisting its torso to try and shake me off. I clung to the rope with one hand and wound the other into the bristles, trying to stay balanced.

The hog screamed with rage, and began to leap four-footed into the air, curving its whole body as it bawled. My grip slid and I almost fell. The stony floor rocketed towards me, and I dug in with my feet, pulling myself up moments before my face smashed into the ground. I slammed into the boar’s side, coarse, spiky bristles scratching at my skin.

The boar bucked and the force of its movement threw me upwards. I rode the wave of momentum and scrabbled to wind my fingers into the rope. A fresh series of bucks and twists almost threw me again, each landing knocking the breath out of me. I tightened my nails on the rope, digging it into the boar’s flesh and it screeched again, bucking like an unbroken horse.

I needed to let go of the bristles with my right hand so that I could reach for the silver comb that was swinging at my neck. The thought seemed almost suicidal. I instructed my fingers to unclench but they wouldn’t. The boar slammed its side against the rocks of the cliffs. I ducked just in time to prevent my brains from being smashed out by a rocky overhang.

I had managed to loosen a few fingers and was preparing to make a grab from the comb when the boar unexpectedly stopped twisting. I paused. Had Temperance’s calming magic finally taken effect? I snatched the comb from my neck, snapping the leather cord, but before I could begin to coax it through the bristles the boar snorted and began to run.

It raced back to the centre of the valley and sprinted southwards, with me still clinging to its back. I squeezed my thighs, trying to slow the beast but it howled with fresh fury and sped up. The gait of the pig was incredibly bumpy, flinging me back and forth as it galloped on. I was still holding on to the rope with my left hand, now the only thing keeping me mounted.

The silver comb flashed in my hand as we passed through a patch of sunlight. Somehow I had to try and brush this thing. I brought my hand up to the back of the boar, where a raised spine of bristles jutted out. A tiny part of my brain was wondering if touching the poison would affect me. The rest of my brain was incoherent panic. I wanted to scream but I could barely suck in enough air to keep breathing. I jabbed the comb into the hair, scraping it through the bristles rather than brushing.

The boar’s wrath reached a new level of ferocity at this indignity, and it put on a burst of speed. We were nearing the southern end of the gorge. I didn’t know whether I had captured enough poison so I kept combing the bristles as fast as I could and clung on.

Without so much as a yelp the boar skidded to a stop. I lost my grip and shot into the air, tumbling over its head and rolling forward through the stony grass. I smacked my head against something hard and dropped the comb. I heard a savage growl and looked up. The boar was a few feet away, its tiny eyes brimming with outraged frenzy. Its tusks looked terribly sharp from this angle. I tried to lever myself up but the blow to my head was making me dizzy and I scrabbled on the grass.

The boar raised its haunches and charged. I lifted my arms and braced for the impact, closing my eyes in anticipation. It never landed. I opened an eye to see Cavall had leapt in front of me and was snarling at the boar. His hackles were up and his lips drawn back to reveal teeth. There was no trace of the affectionate lapdog that had tried to lick Creiddylad’s ears or even the barking hound that I had seen from the cliffs. This was a creature of the hunt. A distant part of my mind was finally understanding the appeal of dogs, vowing never to eat a drowned puppy again.

The boar feinted left and right, trying to reach me. Cavall met every move, drool beginning to drip from his slavering jaws. The boar roared at him, blasting hot mushroom-scented air. The dog didn’t flinch, maintaining that low threatening growl. For a moment I thought the boar would attack anyway, having been driven to the point where its reason had fled. My hand felt the hilt of my sword and tightened around it. Perhaps I could scare it off with that.

Before I could draw the blade, the boar stopped roaring. It backed off, never taking its eyes off us. Cavall let it go, standing over me like a warning; he had ceased growling but his mouth was still twisted into a snarl. The boar’s hind feet clattered onto the road. It rumbled once more at us then took off south, disappearing into the flat plains of the Somerset Levels.

I sighed and collapsed into the grass. My head was aching but the dizziness was starting to fade. I felt something fall onto my chest and peered up to see Cavall, nosing at the silver comb he had just dropped. He was looking deeply pleased with himself. I raised a tentative hand and patted his head the way I had seen the others do.

“Good, ah, good boy, Cavall.” He barked happily and began to lick my face. It was truly disgusting but I allowed it. I thought the dog had earned the right.

I lay there in the grass for a while, catching my breath and holding the comb to my chest. Slowly I felt my mouth curve in a wide grin.

“We did it, Cavall. We completed the first task. I can’t believe it actually worked.” I felt days of pressure sliding off my shoulders and laughed up at Cavall as he barked.

I heard someone calling my name and sat up to see Temperance running down the gorge, Brackus a few steps behind her.

“Jenny,” she yelled, looking around wildly.

“Over here,” I waved at her. She hurried over, bunching up her skirts to allow her to run faster. She sat down next to me, raising a hand to the rapidly growing bump on my forehead.

“My word, Jenny, are you hurt? I was putting everything I had into those mushrooms but it wasn’t as effective as I had hoped. When I saw that thing take off with you on its back I thought for sure you’d be killed. I was trying to run after you but you vanished around the corner before I could even get out of the tree, and then Cavall came baying past, with Brackus behind him.”

She paused for breath.

“I’m not injured,” I said, “I actually feel fine.”

“You hit your head, Jenny. I can see a lump the size of an egg forming on your brow. Sit still and I’ll rustle up something for the pain. Do you have any broken bones? Any cracked ribs? No, don’t shake your head at me, you haven’t even stood up yet.”

Brackus staggered over, panting, and fell to the ground.

“Stop fussing over her, Temperance,” he gasped, “Greenteeth are hardy creatures. She’ll tell you if she needs help.”

Temperance ignored him. “Such a pity about the comb but it couldn’t be helped. We will have to try again. Maybe the boar will come back this way after the equinox? If we have a little more time then we could buy enough rope to weave a proper net.”

I looked at her, confused. “What about the comb?”

Her face fell. “Well, Jenny, we don’t blame you. We couldn’t have predicted the boar would take off like that. It might have been too much to ask of you even if it had stayed by the mushrooms—what with the way it was bucking. There’s always a second chance for…”

Temperance’s voice petered out as I waved the comb at her. Brackus chuckled.

“You always were a tricky one, Jenny, I’ll give you that,” he hooted. Temperance’s mouth fell open.

“You didn’t,” she said. I grinned at her and tossed her the comb. She caught it then looked up at me astonished. “You’re telling me that not only did you successfully ride the Twrch Trwyth for a mile through the gorge without falling off, but you also combed his hair at the same time?”

“It was not so very difficult,” I deadpanned.

“Jenny Greenteeth, you are a marvel. Come here.” She wrapped her arms about me. Brackus joined in and the three of us shared a glorious embrace. Cavall pranced around us barking enthusiastically.

When we broke apart Temperance looked down at the comb.

“The first step to defeating the Erl King,” she whispered. Brackus reached out and she handed it to him. He lifted it up to the light and whistled.

“Is it wrong to admit that I didn’t think you could do it?” He winked at me. “I won’t be underestimating you again, Jenny.”

He tucked it away in a buttoned pocket. “One task done, two more to go. We’d better look for another entrance to the Wild Roads before that boar comes back to finish us off.”
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We camped up on the eastern escarpment. The sun was getting low by the time Brackus located what he thought was a door to the Wild Roads and none of us wanted to travel there by night. Brackus pitched his tarpaulin over his telescopic staffs and we lay down, still giddy with our success.

“I wonder what the next task will be,” Temperance pondered aloud, as she fended off Cavall’s attempts to steal her dinner. “Another animal to hunt? A puzzle to solve?”

“I think it will be killing something this time.” I reached for my jar of pickled herring, popping the lid with a twist. “Something really terrifying. A giant or a dragon.”

“How would that help us defeat the Erl King?”

I shrugged and speared a chunk of fish with a fingernail. “It’s a traditional quest isn’t it? Maybe Gwyn just wants us to overcome obstacles rather than actually collecting tools. I doubt we’re going to comb the Erl King to death.”

“Creiddylad said the poison was in the comb now,” Temperance said, giving up and halving her sausage with Cavall.

“I still don’t see how a comb is going to help, even if it is poisonous. I’m thinking dragons.” I bared my teeth and growled dramatically, flapping my arms in the air. Temperance laughed.

“There are no dragons left,” said Brackus from his stool by the fire.

“Not in the lowlands maybe, but there must be lots in Snowdonia, or in Scotland.”

Brackus shook his head, “Not a single one.” He kicked a stray branch back into the cooking fire. “They all died out after the Normans invaded. Precious few giants left these days either.”

I frowned. It had been long years since I’d seen a dragon fly overhead but I had presumed they had merely taken different paths.

“Are you sure, Brackus? What happened to them?”

He kicked the branch again. “No one knows. They were always popular targets for knights but before the Norman conquest they could still maintain their population. Then they just stopped breeding. The ancient ones died of old age with none to take their place.” He sniffed. “Terrible pity I always thought, though I expect the mortal farmers didn’t mind the change.”

“Did you ever see one?” Temperance asked, fascinated.

“Not up close,” I admitted, “though they used to fly over the lake once or twice a year. I don’t remember when I stopped noticing them. How about you, Brackus?”

“Once,” Brackus said, his voice dreamy. “When I was young. This would have been oh, eight hundred years ago? Back when this would all have been called Wessex. One of those Aeth-kings was on the throne. Aethelbald, Aethelbert, Aethelred? The famous one.”

“Aelfred.” I said. Brackus nodded.

“Sounds about right. I was up near Chester, trying to sell something to one of the hedge wizards I knew. I was walking back along the old Roman road when I saw it. A great scarlet lizard with wings wide enough to blot out the sun. It wheeled overhead, looking for a place to land.”

Brackus grinned at us. “I almost passed away on the spot. I recovered just enough to dive off the road into a ditch. Ruined almost all of my goods. The dragon came down not a hundred feet away, to drink from a lake. You can’t imagine the smell, acrid and sulphurous, like the very fires of hell. And the heat Jenny, you would have hated it. Even at that distance it was as hot as a smithy in June.”

“Did it see you?” gasped Temperance.

“If it had I wouldn’t be around to tell the tale,” winked Brackus. “When it had drank its fill it took off again, wings beating the air so as I thought a storm had come through. I pulled myself out of the ditch and began to traipse back to Chester. Everyone I passed wanted to know if I had seen the dragon overhead. I drank out on that story for years.” His face fell a little. “Of course that was when mortals still spoke with us and believed in dragons.”

We sat in silence for a little while, then he sighed again.

“So I doubt we’ll be looking for a dragon, Jenny. I’m inclined to agree with Temperance. I think we’re still searching for some kind of weapon. Or the parts of a spell. Either way we’ll find out tomorrow night.”

I stared into the fire. Temperance shuffled a little closer to me.

“Whatever it is, I’m starting to believe that we can face it,” she said. “That we can find a way to win.”

I glared at her, in mock outrage. “Now! You said earlier that you had total confidence in me.”

“Well, you were about to go and wrestle a wild boar,” she grinned at me. “I didn’t want to show any doubt.”

“Have a little more faith in me,” I huffed, “I haven’t let you down yet.”

“Nor will you. We’re on a quest and a knight doesn’t disappoint their maiden fair.”

I smiled at her imagery. “Ha! Some story this would be. I don’t think I’m particularly well suited to the role of knight.”

“Then I’ll be the knight and you can be the maiden,” Temperance said. “I’ll end up rescuing you.”

I looked over at where Brackus was trying to defend his own dinner from the hound. “What about those two?”

Temperance pursed her lips, considering. “Cavall can be the noble steed. Brackus can be the treasure; with all those buttons and braid he shines like a pile of gold already.”

I pealed with laughter as Brackus lost the battle with Cavall and looked over at us.

“I can hear you, you know,” he said grumpily, spurring Temperance and me into further giggles. “And this outfit is extremely fashionable.”

This did nothing to diminish our laughter and he stomped off, Cavall bounding along at his heels. Temperance’s smile faded.

“What?” I asked. “He’ll be back soon.”

“Not him,” she said, “I was thinking about knights and maidens. And Creiddylad and Gwyn. I was also missing Benedict. I haven’t spent so long apart from him since we wed.”

“Tell me about him,” I said, curious to know what sort of a man had such an effect on my friend.

Temperance smiled; her face warm with the memory.

“He looks like a farmer. Like the land itself. His hair is the blond of ripe corn, his eyes the blue of a summer sky. When I sprained by ankle in the fields his arms were strong enough to carry me home, his hands gentle enough to bind it up again.

“Every day he comes home with a wildflower or a snail shell or a handful of berries. He goes down on one knee and presents them to me and I pay him with kisses. When Ursula was born, he carried her around the village, boasting that she would be as clever as her mother and he carved her an applewood crib with dancing bears around the rim.

“He keeps the children from getting under my feet when I’m working and gets up in the night when they cry.”

She paused, hooking a lock of hair behind her ears, and met my eyes.

“Oh, we fight like anyone. He’s no more perfect than I am. But never for a moment have I stopped loving him. When I saw Gwyn and Creiddylad, that’s what it felt like. Silly I know, to compare myself to one of the great mythical romances.”

“You’re risking your life for him, and for your children,” I said, “facing legendary foes and travelling the length of the kingdom. That sounds like a classic love story to me.”

Temperance smiled at me. “It would be an epic romance or an ordinary act of motherhood. I suspect you know something about that.”

I thought of Little Jenny and nodded. We sat together in silence, waiting for Brackus to come back.

The second doorway to the Wild Roads was different from the first. Instead of an arch of trees Brackus had found a plain wooden gate standing in the middle of a field. It looked well maintained; the latch didn’t squeak as Temperance opened it. I would not have glanced at it twice had it not been unconnected to any fence, standing alone and vaguely ominous.

Temperance walked through the gate to no effect before we could stop her, then came back round the side.

“Shall I try the spell I used on the last one?” she asked, reaching for the latch again.

“Wait a moment,” I grabbed her wrist. “I don’t want to rip any arms off today. We’ll all go through together. Brackus can lead the way. We should have done that the first time. You can go next with your spell and I’ll bring up the rear.”

“What about Cavall?” We looked down to where the dog was sitting at my feet, wagging his tail.

“We could call him after us?” I suggested. “He’s part of the Court after all, he should be able to come through.”

“I don’t want him to get lost.” Temperance knelt down to smooth a hand over his head. “Especially after he saved you from the boar.”

“Well what do you suggest? I’m not carrying him through the gate.”

I ended up carrying Cavall through the gate. Brackus and Temperance went through before me, arm in arm. I scooped up the dog. He was surprisingly bony and wriggled around as I held him, managing to thoroughly lick both of my ears whilst barking happily.

We stepped through into freezing mist. I peered around, looking for my companions. A shape veered out of the fog to my left and I almost dropped Cavall. Brackus waved at me, Temperance still holding onto his elbow.

“Is that you, Jenny?” he said, voice echoing strangely in the grey-green miasma. I clutched the dog.

“Prove yourself,” I snarled.

He sighed deeply. “Still reluctant to trust me, oh apple-eyed demoness?”

I put down Cavall. He ran over and jumped up at Brackus. A few buttons pinged loose as his claws scrabbled at the velvet shirt. That made me feel a little better; the dog was really growing on me.

“This place is even worse than I remembered it,” said Temperance, releasing Brackus’s elbow. She wafted a hand through the haze leaving swirling shapes in the water vapour. “I can barely see the road. Do you still have that rope with you, Jenny? We should tie ourselves together so we don’t get lost.”

I fumbled in my pack and produced the rope. There wasn’t really enough to knot us individually so we settled for gripping it in our hands and walking in a line. Temperance fussed over Cavall and wanted to fashion him a collar but he vanished into the clouds before she could grab him.

We heard him barking and yelping as he romped through the gloom around us.

“Leave him be,” Brackus said before Temperance could panic. “He’ll be just fine on his own and catch us up when he gets bored or hungry.”

We started walking. It was somehow both better and worse than the last time we had been on the Wild Roads. Better because there was nothing to tempt us off the road and we had Cavall’s exploits to blame any unexpected rustling noises on. Worse because within a few minutes the reeking fog had permeated our cloaks and drenched us with sticky, grimy water. Brackus was leading the way but the haze was so thick he had to keep stopping to check we weren’t wandering from the road.

“You would think,” I griped, after walking into Temperance’s back for the tenth time in as many minutes, “that we wouldn’t have to spend so much time worrying about getting lost. Seeing as how there isn’t a specific direction we’re going in.”

“Hazard of the road, I’m afraid.” Brackus tapped out in front of him with his heel. “It didn’t trap us last time with all the pretty sights. Now it’s trying a different trick.”

Something cold touched my hand. I yelped and spun. Cavall gazed up at me through the gloom, snuffling around the flap of my satchel. I took back my earlier softening towards the beast.

“Bloody dog,” I grumbled, “away with you. Go on. Skedaddle. Just because I’ve decided not to eat you doesn’t mean you can creep up on me.”

I could hear Temperance snickering ahead of me. We traipsed on. The fog persisted as we marched along the road. I thought we had been walking for hours, perhaps days, but that was wishful thinking. Temperance made occasional attempts at conversation but it was strangely difficult to hear the words through the blanket of mist without shouting, and somehow we all felt that wasn’t a wise idea.

My feet were aching and blistered by the time I sensed the mist was changing. It seemed to be getting lighter ahead of us. I looked behind me. Yes, we were definitely walking towards some sort of light. My spirits lifted as the fog started to thin out, the air warming. Brackus stopped less often and Cavall reappeared and began trotting alongside us.

The air cleared and suddenly we were walking uphill, through a green forest, punctured by craggy outcrops of weathered limestone.

“Are we—” Temperance hesitated “—out?”

I sniffed the air. It smelt clean, the corruption of the wild fog nowhere to be found.

“I think so. Brackus, do you know where we are?”

The goblin looked around, tilting his head back up to see where the path went.

“I believe,” he said, “that we’re in the Pennine Hills.”

Temperance and I offered him identically blank expressions.

“Bumpkins,” he muttered. “Centre of the country. Near Nottingham.” I nodded then bugged my eyes questioningly at Temperance when he turned back around. She shook her head, equally lost.

“Which way do you think we should go?” Brackus asked, looking back at us.

“You don’t know?” I frowned. He shrugged.

“I haven’t been to every spot the Court frequents, my lakelette.”

I hissed at him but my heart wasn’t really in it.

“I think we should go uphill,” offered Temperance. I looked at her with surprise.

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, for a start, the Wild Roads left us walking in that direction. It makes sense to keep going that way. For another,” she pointed up the slope, “that’s the direction Cavall just ran off in. He probably knows the way home.”

“Very prescient of you,” murmured Brackus. Barking filtered down from up the hill so we set off after the noise.

The road soon degraded into a rocky path, strewn with small boulders. I guessed that it turned into a channel when it rained; potholes were filled with soft sand that squished between my toes when I stepped in them. We climbed up and up, the forest looming in on either side. Eventually, when I thought I could not go on, the road flattened out. It wound onwards, finishing at the face of a huge smooth cliff. At the base of the rock was a small gap, barely big enough for a man to squeeze through.

We paused outside.

“A cave?” I asked. Brackus winced.

“Ugh. I hate caves. So damp and dark and full of horrible crawling things.” He flexed his hands and shuddered.

I opened my mouth to reply but stopped. From deep inside the cave I heard the sound of a dog barking. The noise reverberated up. Brackus wrinkled his nose.

“Go on then. But you should go first, Jenny, you’re better at this sort of thing than me.”

I rolled my eyes and ducked underneath the slab. I scrambled down a rocky slope to what looked like a carved pathway. As I looked around I could see I was standing at the end of a long cavern, stretching out before me and disappearing around a corner. Cavall’s barking was echoing from the far end of the cavern, along with faint music.

Temperance slid down alongside me. She conjured a ball of fire to light the blackness, jumping when she saw me beside her. In the yellow glow of her flames I could make out lines of glittering stalactites hanging from the ceiling like icicles edging a cottage roof.

“This place is huge,” breathed Temperance, raising her hand. “You should move here, upgrade from the lake.”

I smiled at her then checked behind me. Brackus was kneeling at the entrance slab, sticking his head into the cavern.

“Get on with it, Marsh,” I called, “there’s nothing to be afraid of. Don’t you want to see your lovely queen again? Temperance has even lit a candle for you to keep the darkness away.”

His reply was lost as he stepped forward onto a patch of slippery calcite crystals and tumbled down the slope. He rolled to a halt at our feet, jumping up and dusting himself down. I noticed that he’d lost a few more buttons, leaving only fraying threads on his velvet jacket. Temperance reached out and rearranged the gold braid to hide the worst of it.

“Come on then,” she said, stepping back and turning towards the sound of the music. I followed after her, Brackus hurrying behind.

As we walked on, the stalactites around us became thicker and longer, until the whole ceiling was a mass of sparkling white spires, cascading down the walls like a frozen waterfall. When we turned a final corner the Court was laid out before us.

It was much the same as it had been at Nance Round: heaving tables of food, a miscellany of low fae zipping to and fro. The high fae danced in the centre of the cave, their faces totally focused on the steps. Instead of coloured streamers, glowing lights had been conjured and placed inside the druzy, crystalline geodes that grew from the walls. Flashes of purple and yellow lit up the court as they celebrated another night of feasting.

Gwyn and Creiddylad were seated on thrones at the far wall of the cave, Cavall stretched contentedly at their feet. As we stepped towards them the dancing fae stopped, moving aside to clear a path for us. It fell eerily quiet as we walked between them; their strange eyes seemed to will us to trip. I wondered if one of us fell, would the fae resume dancing, stamping over us before we could rise?

We stopped in front of the Lord of the Hunt and his lady, and bowed.

“Stand up.” Gwyn’s face was cast into shadow and I could read neither anger nor joy in his features. I glanced at the queen who gave me a dazzling smile.

“You are strangely swift to return to my court, little voyagers,” Gwyn said. “I trust you have not disappointed me?”

Brackus passed the comb to Temperance who stepped forward, offering it to the lord with a curtsy. He raised it to his lips, running the edge against his tongue. He frowned then spat to the side.

“It seems I have underestimated you three. Or perhaps my soft-hearted wife has a hand in this early success?” He glanced at Creiddylad, scowl softening into something like tenderness. “I cannot fault you in this, nor in anything, my love, but I would ask you to let them complete the next task alone.”

Creiddylad met her husband’s gaze innocently enough but there was mischief dancing in her mismatched eyes.

Gwyn returned his attention to us.

“Very well. Now that you have completed this task I will reveal the next. The second thing you will require to defeat the Erl King is an ingot of pure iron.”

“Iron?” I asked, puzzled. Gwyn nodded.

“Iron. About five pounds’ worth should do it, I would say.” He laughed at our expressions. “Don’t look so surprised. Not everything is mystical and convoluted. Sometimes what you need is something simple and strong, and what could be simpler and stronger than iron?”

“My lord,” started Brackus, “it does seem simple, but I imagine there is a catch?”

“Would it be a quest if there was not a catch?” Gwyn laughed again, the sound booming around the cave like a roll of thunder. “It is true you must fetch iron but it cannot be any common iron. Six days west of here is the Penrhyn Ddu, the Black Peninsula. The first Britons mined for iron there, the Romans too in their time. There is an old legend that a star fell to earth there, forming the ore deposits. Star iron is what we need. Travel to the Black Peninsula and bring back the raw metal. My smiths will smelt it into an ingot for you while you complete your third task.”

“It still seems quite simple, my lord,” offered Temperance.

“Truly child, that is all you must do.” Gwyn leaned back in his chair. “A warning though. The Black Peninsula is a treacherous place, even for such folk as your companions. The veil between the mortal world and the Wild Roads has worn very thin. It is a test of your mettle. Fitting, no?”

He turned to smile at his wife, already losing interest in us. Creiddylad touched his cheek.

“Husband,” she said, her voice sweet.

“Very well,” Gwyn groused. “Refill their supplies. No more magical help.” She beamed at him.

Cavall jumped up as we turned to go, barking at his master.

“You too, hmm?” Gwyn slapped the dog’s side. “Go on then, boy. I doubt he’ll be of much use but he seems to have taken a liking to you. And it keeps him out from under our feet.”

Cavall barked again then bolted down the steps towards us. Temperance patted his head. We backed away, bowing again. Cavall led us over to the nearest table of food and yapped at us until I tore a leg off a roast duck and gave it to him. The dog satisfied, the rest of us began to eat.

“Iron ore,” Brackus muttered, “seems straightforward enough. Whatever this Penrhyn Ddu place is like it surely can’t be much worse than the Wild Roads were today. I’m sure we can figure it out. This is looking up.”

“How much iron ore will we need to make five pounds of iron?” Temperance asked, slicing herself some cheese.

“About double I think.” Brackus was fidgeting with his buttons. “Can we get out of this cave now?” he blurted.

“Oh come on, you’re not still bothered are you?” I waved an arm at the cavern. “It’s been standing for years, it’s not going to collapse in on us now.”

“I. Just. Don’t. Like. It.”

“Fine.” I checked my satchel. It was newly refilled and bursting with food. “Temperance, are you ready to go?”

We ended up having to bribe Cavall out from under the table with another duck leg. He ran alongside us happily as we left, holding both joints in his mouth. Getting out of the cave was more of an ordeal than getting in had been: neither Temperance nor Brackus were able to get up the slippery rise alone. I ended up having to hook my toes underneath the roof slab and lean back to haul them up one by one.

“Should we stay near here in case Lady Creiddylad wants to visit us again?” Temperance said, looking around for a likely camping spot.

To my surprise Brackus shook his head. “She’s already replenished our supplies and promised Gwyn that she wouldn’t interfere. Let’s just make a start.”

We walked all the way down the hill and pitched camp by starlight in a little valley at the base. Brackus cast his protective spell again and we passed an undisturbed night.

The following morning dawned blue and clear. After a breakfast courtesy of Creiddylad’s fresh supplies we set off down across the fields, heading west. It was a lovely day, almost comically picturesque with larks and blackcaps warbling in the trees as we passed underneath. Brackus began to whistle and Temperance threw sticks for Cavall to fetch. By midday we had reached a muddy track that seemed to lead roughly in the right direction and picked up some speed. Almost all thought of the Erl King had fallen away from me and I was about to join in Brackus’s whistling when we turned a corner and ran straight into a party of three travellers coming the other way. Soldiers, I thought, with swords swinging at their hips and boiled leather armour.

Brackus lifted his cap and the three men did the same. They eyed Temperance appreciatively and bade her a good day. Then the first man looked at me. Disgust and fear flooded into his face. Temperance followed his gaze and froze in shock.

“Jenny,” she whispered, “the charm.”

The other men reached for their weapons, gloved hands tightening around sword hilts. I looked down at myself, confused. In a moment of shocking horror I realised that Brackus had forgotten to glamour me this morning.
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I looked up to see the lead soldier raising his sword in the air, about to strike. He brought it down in a slashing motion. The blow would have split my face apart had I not leapt backwards. I lost my footing and fell down, landing heavily on my rump. The soldier struck again, the sword hissing through the air. I rolled over so that the blade hit the muddy ground where I had been moments before.

The soldier’s face was twisted in disgust as he yanked the sword back and stepped towards me. There was fear in his eyes, and he held the sword out in front of him as if fending off a wild animal.

Behind him I heard Temperance call out to me. The other soldiers had pushed her behind them and unsheathed their own swords. They ran forward to stand on either side of the first man, Temperance hard on their heels. She was pulling on the arm of the left-hand soldier, trying to get him to drop his weapon.

“Stay back there, miss,” he snarled, turning his sword to where I crouched on the road. “If it gets past us you’d better already be running.” He ripped his arm free of her and she tripped and went down in the road, clutching her ankle.

“What kind of cursed creature do you think it is, Sergeant?” the right-hand man asked.

The leader shook his head, “A demon of some kind. I don’t know. Watch out, though, it’s fast as a viper when it moves.”

I bared my teeth and hissed at them. The sergeant stood his ground but the other two paled. I could see sweat beading on the forehead of one; the other’s sword quivered almost imperceptibly.

“Steady, lads,” called the sergeant, raising one hand. “It won’t get past all of us. On my mark jump forward and circle it. Aim for the back of the knees, stop it leaping at us. I’ll go for the head.”

Temperance was struggling to get up. Brackus was next to her, rummaging for something in his pack. I had managed to get to my hands and knees; I was slower, weaker than I was used to, and the refreshing strength of my lake felt very far away. I felt the unfamiliar tang of fear in my chest and tried to push it down. Three armed soldiers were fiercer opponents than I had faced in many years but I imagined men still bled the way they had when I was young.

The sergeant brought his hand down and all three men ran forward. I launched myself at the sweating man, grabbing his sword arm and twisting. It snapped like a pane of lake ice. He screamed horribly and dropped his sword. Still holding onto his broken arm, I brought up a foot and kicked him hard under the chin. He fell backwards and I landed on top of him. He was out cold before we hit the ground.

The second man yelled and broke towards me. I caught the blade of his sword as it swung, the cold iron biting at the skin of my hands. I growled and thrust it back at him. He staggered and slipped but caught himself and came up again, still holding onto his sword. The sergeant barked at him to get back in line.

My hands were bruised but miraculously not cut by the blade. I snarled at the two men again but they had the measure of me now.

“Both at once,” said the sergeant. “It can’t keep us both off. One, two…”

A blast of wind smacked into them, throwing them backwards. I whipped my head around.

Temperance was standing in the road, one arm around Brackus’s shoulders. Her other hand was outstretched, air shimmering above her open palm. She said something I couldn’t hear and the blast hit them again, building strength as it battered them back.

“She’s a witch,” called out the sergeant, raising a hand to his face to peer back at her. “Put an end to her, I’ll deal with this.”

The second soldier began staggering up the road towards Temperance. I could tell each step was a struggle as he fought to place his feet steadily. Temperance focused her gale against him, but he kept coming, the sword in his hands dragging along the ground.

I tried to go after him but the sergeant blocked my path. He was older than the other two, solidly built, and the sword in his hands was steady.

“Oh no you don’t, you fiend,” he said, stepping sideways, eyes never leaving my face. “She’ll get what’s coming to a witch, and you’ll get what’s coming to you.”

He struck again. The sword whipped past my face, missing by half an inch. He growled and moved forward. The sword missed again. Behind him I could see the other soldier trudging forward, almost within reach of Temperance. Brackus was nowhere to be seen.

The sergeant took advantage of my distraction and brought his own blade down. I ducked under it, moving forward, then leapt for his throat. He screamed as my teeth sank into the meat of his neck, biting down through flesh and grazing against bones. I shook my head, tearing loose a chunk and spitting it out before clamping my teeth down again. He dropped the sword, collapsing forward against me.

I shoved him off, just in time to see the last soldier raising his blade to Temperance. I screamed at her as he prepared to strike. Brackus winked into existence behind him and smashed the copper cooking pan against his head. The soldier crumpled onto the road and was still.

“Jenny,” Temperance called, limping towards me, wincing every time she put her left foot down. “Are you all right? You caught that sword with your bare hands, they must be cut to ribbons.”

She reached me and picked up both of my hands.

“It’s not my blood,” I said, trying to soothe her. “They’re sore but not cut.”

Frowning she turned them over, raising my palms to her face. “Not a scratch. You must have the Devil’s own luck.”

“What about you?” I tilted her face back up. “Your ankle, is it broken?”

“I think it’s just a sprain. Could have been a lot worse if Brackus hadn’t knocked out the soldier.” She favoured the goblin with a smile. He returned it with a wink then looked over at me sombrely.

“I’m sorry about that, Jenny. I should have glamoured you this morning. I just forgot about it after all the stress of being in the cave.” His face was drawn and pale. I waved a hand.

“Mistakes happen. I forgot too.”

I turned back to where the sergeant was lying. The blood pouring from his neck had slowed to a bubbling trickle and he was jerking horribly. His sword lay just outside his grasp and his fingers were twitching as he tried to touch the hilt.

“I’ll finish them off and dump the bodies in the field,” I said, crouching down beside him. “You two go on ahead, I’ll catch up.”

I bent down to his neck, opening my mouth. The sergeant’s eyes flickered, and his panting quickened.

“What?” Temperance fell to her knees beside me. “You can’t kill them now. They’re no threat any more.”

I goggled at her. “They attacked me. Unprovoked. I was just walking down the road.”

“Yes, but they were frightened of you. They don’t deserve to die like this.” She reached out a hand to place on the sergeant’s throat. Her fingernails touched the edge of the wound. I snorted.

“Don’t be soft-hearted, Temperance. They tried to kill you too, remember?”

“Only after I cast the wind at them.”

“Yes, to save me. Because, as I mentioned, they were trying to kill me. Three armed men against one defenceless creature.”

“You’re carrying a sword, and you’ve ably demonstrated that you’re hardly defenceless,” Temperance pointed out. My hand went to the hilt. I had strangely forgotten all about the sword.

“I didn’t draw it. And they tried to kill me for what I am.”

“But they didn’t realise you weren’t a threat and can you blame them? They pushed Brackus and me behind them. They were trying to protect us.”

I looked at Brackus in disbelief. “Are you hearing this? Would you care to join in?”

He shrugged. “I don’t much care either way. You may as well end them quickly.”

“I can heal them,” Temperance insisted. “It won’t take too long.”

“And when they wake up again and come after us?”

“I’ll do the memory charm. They won’t remember anything, not even meeting us.”

“Because that worked so well the last time you tried it,” I scoffed.

Temperance flinched. “Don’t throw that in my face. It was working fine until the Erl King interfered.”

“But is it really worth the risk? What if we wake up tomorrow morning with pitchforks at our throats and not enough magic left to defend ourselves? Didn’t you learn anything from being thrown in my lake?”

“That was the Erl King.”

“You didn’t think so at first. There’s a reason for that. Most of the time when this happens it’s not the Erl King or witchcraft or the high fae,” I yelled. “It’s just humans being human.”

“I’m human too!” Temperance shouted back at me.

“You’re a witch, it’s different.”

“I’m just as human as these men,” Temperance said, gesturing at the other two, still lying motionless in the road.

“Well, I’m not human. Which is exactly why these three attacked me. Without even a second thought.”

“So you want to prove them right by slaughtering them when they’re helpless?” Temperance laughed humourlessly.

“Maybe they were right. Maybe you are the one who has forgotten what I am,” I spat at Temperance, baring my teeth. She blinked but didn’t shrink backwards.

“I haven’t forgotten. You rescued me from drowning. That’s who you are. This…” She pointed at the wound on the sergeant’s neck. “This isn’t.”

“Yes it is.” I stood up. “I’m done arguing. Heal him. Heal them all if you want. If they come after us again then I’ll put them in the earth.”

I stalked off up the road. When I turned back Temperance had placed both hands on the sergeant’s neck and was whispering something. I looked away. I didn’t care to see her waste her power on such malicious creatures.

“Brackus, would you come up here and glamour me?” I snapped. He walked up to where I was standing, his face troubled.

“Don’t sigh at me like that,” I muttered. He reached out and prodded me on the forehead. I felt the cantrip slither over me.

Brackus gave me a doleful look.

“Not you too.” I was seething still.

“Don’t explode at me, Jenny.” He paused. “I know you’re angry but don’t take it out on Temperance. It was me who forgot to glamour you. Those soldiers were just reacting.”

“You forgot, well so what? I forgot too. I had forgotten…” I broke off, looking back down the road. Temperance had moved over to the man whose arm I had snapped.

“You forgot what? Forgot that this world belongs to the mortals now, that we can no longer roam un-glamoured?”

I glared at him. “Jennys never roamed freely anyway. I had forgotten that… Oh, it doesn’t matter. Leave me alone, Marsh.”

He sighed heavily and went back to Temperance. I could hear him persuading her to spend a little power to heal her own ankle. I stood looking west and fumed. I wasn’t even sure if I was angry at Temperance or at myself. I suddenly felt a desperate yearning to be back in my lake, away from the judging eyes of humans. I didn’t want to watch Temperance’s fury turn to fear, the same fear I had seen in the soldiers’ eyes.

Eventually Temperance finished up and she came up to me.

“They’ll wake in about an hour with no memory of seeing us,” Temperance said. I cleared my throat and stared above her head.

“You’re still angry with me?” she said incredulously.

“I’m not angry. I just want to keep walking. We’ve wasted too much time already.” I looked around.

“Fine,” she responded. “Let’s walk.”

We didn’t speak again that day, or the next. By the end of the third day of silence between us we had settled into a miserable stalemate. In the mornings Brackus would come over and glamour me while we ate a breakfast of Creiddylad’s supplies. Then we would start walking westwards. Temperance and I didn’t speak. Brackus tried to make conversation with one or both of us but usually gave up by mid-morning. Even Cavall seemed downcast, trailing after Temperance or me, tail between his legs. We avoided most towns, skirting around Chester and following the old Roman road into North Wales.

As we left England the villages grew smaller and the land rose up around us in jagged mountains and hills. Tumbling streams rushed down from the heights and raced under old stone bridges towards long flat lakes. It was the start of lambing season, so the hillsides were empty of sheep, though the villages were loud with the baaing of the ewes.

There was fresh meat aplenty for purchase, and Cavall dined well on stillborn lambs. Brackus could make himself understood in Welsh and with some practice I remembered some of my old fluency. There were conversations that went easier between women, so I spoke more to the Welsh villagers than I had to any mortal but Temperance in long years.

I felt Temperance’s eyes on me whenever I spoke to a human. Her face was pointedly blank, but she never looked away until I had finished. I began to suspect she thought that I could not be trusted around them. The notion stoked my anger and I hugged it to my chest, letting it warm me. I had rescued her from drowning and bargained with the high fae and risked my life with the Twrch Trwyth but it seemed none of that meant anything as soon as another human appeared. The fragile trust that I had worked so hard to build between us had been swept away so easily that I doubted it had ever been real. In her eyes, I was probably only a little better than the Erl King, a lesser evil to be endured for the greater good. I did not know why the idea of this cut me so deep, but it carved a moat between us, one that I did not know how to cross over.

We never stopped overnight in the towns, preferring to camp out in the open. I was wary of more trouble, spending the first few days after the attack looking over my shoulder, but the roads were clear of anyone but farmers or merchants. Eventually I began to focus on the path ahead. Brackus wanted to talk about the Penrhyn Ddu, about what we could expect there. He asked questions of everyone we passed on the road.

Most of them had no answers to give, not having travelled there. A few knew it but were not aware of any mining industry. Brackus was frustrated. He went over everything the travellers told him as we sat together in the evenings. Occasionally he would ask our opinion. If directly queried I would reply but as soon as Brackus tried to draw Temperance into the conversation I clammed up. Temperance did the same. A part of me was impressed at her level of pettiness. It equalled my own, which I had honed through years of living alone in the lake. It made it easier to hold on to my resentment.

Occasionally Brackus would explode and harangue the pair of us. He would shout and threaten to leave the quest. We sat and listened, wearing identical sullen expressions. I began to wonder if the whole journey had been a mistake. Should I leave and go back home? I missed the lake every day, not only in my heart but with my body, which weakened with every moment it was away from my home waters.

I decided to stay. This was still my best shot at defeating the Erl King and I didn’t want to abandon it. If Temperance had similar thoughts of desertion she didn’t share them. When Brackus went off in a huff one evening, she set her mouth into a thin, hard line and reached out to throw another log on the fire. Our friendship might have guttered out but she wasn’t going to quit now. I stroked Cavall’s ears as he lay with his head in my lap and stared into the fire until Brackus came back.

We took the direct route through Snowdonia, walking down the Pen-y-Pass between Snowdon and Glyder Fawr. The road had narrowed to a sheep track and we had not passed another traveller since dawn. The light was fading as we chased the setting sun west. Brackus paused on a rocky bluff, the dusk painting the mountain behind him a bloody red.

“We should reach Llanberis by nightfall, and make camp on the outside of the village,” he said, pointing down the valley to where small slate-roofed buildings clustered at the midpoint between two lakes.

He turned back to me and smiled. “Maybe you could catch us some fish in the lake, Jenny. The carp here is supposed to be delicious.”

Temperance sniffed. I shot her a look and stuck my nose in the air.

“I wouldn’t want to offend anyone by catching innocent creatures,” I said. “I know how sensitive some people can be.”

Brackus groaned but Temperance didn’t so much as blink. I stomped past Brackus and back onto the footpath. They let me gain a head start before following me. I suspected Brackus was trying to talk Temperance around. I doubted he would have any more success with her than with me. I was glad of the break; I’d spent all day going over the last few barbs Temperance and I had exchanged, and all that thought had stewed into a splitting headache. I longed for the cool waters of my lake, soothing away my troubles.

I peered down into the valley, at the long glacial lake below. I’d have a long swim there this evening and try and regroup a little. To my right a thin white waterfall was clattering off the slatey rocks and falling into an overflowing pool that spilled across the path. I splashed into the puddle, then paused in the middle and looked around for Cavall. Temperance and Brackus were still making their way down the path behind me but I couldn’t see the hound anywhere. I whistled for him and the sound startled a pair of crows, who rose cawing into the sky. The closest one wheeled towards me and I ducked, late enough that I felt the whoosh of her wings as she skimmed my face. I stepped back cursing and lost my footing. I slipped to the ground, falling at a bad angle and tumbled off the edge of the path and down the slope. I didn’t fall so far, maybe only a couple of yards before colliding, feet first into a boulder.

The agony was immediate, hitting my senses even before I heard the crack of bone splitting. I lay stunned, in the wet grass, trying to process what had happened. It took me a moment even to understand that the sensation was pain. I had felt discomfort before, irritation and fatigue but never pain like this. Safe in the arms of my lake I had never so much as sprained my ankle. The feeling was shocking, incapacitating. I didn’t know what to do with it. I felt like a landed pike, unable to do anything but snap at the fisherman who had reeled me in.

Above me the crows were circling. I heard Cavall bounding towards me and managed to pull myself up just as he stuck his nose in my face. I pushed him away and looked down at my legs.

My left ankle was definitely broken. It looked like a messy break, too, with a chunk of bone almost piercing through the green skin of my leg. I prodded it, hoping vainly that it would simply go back in. The result was a wash of pain so blinding I thought it had snapped again. I glanced back up the hill where Brackus and Temperance were hurrying down to me. Temperance would probably be able to fix this if I asked her, I realised. The idea was enough to make me lie back down in the grass.

“Jenny, Jenny,” called Brackus, reaching me and putting his hand on my forehead. “Are you all right? Are you hurt? We saw you slip but we were too far away to do anything.”

“I’m fine,” I grumbled, batting his hand away, “it barely hurts.”

Temperance knelt down beside my leg and laid a hand on my ankle. I hissed in pain.

“It’s a nasty break,” she said, reaching into her pack and pulling out a waterskin to hand to me. “You should rest for a moment before I try to heal it. Lucky this happened before nightfall really, we may as well camp here.”

I batted the water away, frustration and embarrassment bubbling up inside me.

“If you two hadn’t been so slow then maybe I wouldn’t have been standing around waiting for you,” I snapped. “Am I supposed to be grateful that you’re deigning to heal me with your precious magic?”

Temperance dropped her hand as if my leg had burnt her. I instantly regretted my words, but it was too late. She glared at me.

“If you hadn’t stormed off for no reason then you wouldn’t have slipped. And now I have to waste power that I should be saving for the quest, or for my family, on your stupid leg.”

“No one asked you to do anything,” I snarled, doubling down on my anger and baring my teeth a little to try and make her recoil. Irritatingly she didn’t so much as flinch. “I don’t need your help and we’re not camping here.”

“Jenny,” Brackus said, “be reasonable, you’re not going anywhere with that. Calm down and let Temperance patch you up and we can start again tomorrow.”

I clenched my teeth and hauled myself up, leaning on the boulder and trying not to put weight on the injured ankle.

“You can stay here if you want. I’m going to go and camp at Llanberis.”

Brackus gaped at Temperance who merely rolled her eyes and stood up.

“Fine,” she said, “lead on then. Since you’re so clearly independent and incapable of accepting help.”

I took a tentative step forward, resting a tiny bit of my weight on my left foot. Red-hot agony stabbed at my leg and I immediately leaned back onto my right leg. I tried to hop, grazed my left leg against the hillside then fell again. Brackus caught me under the arm and lowered me to the ground.

“You’ve made your point,” he said. “Temperance, come and heal her before she gets up again.”

Temperance shrugged. “She said she doesn’t want my help. If she’s changed her mind she can ask nicely and admit I was in the right.”

A grim sense of satisfaction went through me. It was so much easier to be unreasonable in a pair, to have a proper feud. Brackus clutched at his buttons.

“Blood of my ancestors, what did I ever do to deserve this? To not only meet the two stubbornest women in the world but end up trapped with them on the side of a Welsh mountain.”

“I’m not trapped,” I said, “I can move quite well on all fours if it doesn’t affect the delicate sensibilities of those present.”

“Not at all,” Temperance scoffed.

I pulled myself up onto my hands and knees and began to crawl. My left ankle dragged behind me, occasionally catching on rocks and branches and sending spasms of pain through me. Temperance walked behind me; her arms folded. Cavall capered alongside, occasionally letting me lean against him when I needed a quick rest.

It took me until the moon was high in the night sky to reach the edge of the first lake. I crawled right into the shallows and let the icy meltwater cool the burning pain of my ankle. I couldn’t heal myself here, this was not my lake, but I was still a water creature and the water helped.

“Too late to buy any supplies in the village,” Brackus observed morosely. “And I can’t tell where’s a good spot to camp.” He looked down the valley. The village was completely dark; not even a candle glimmered from between the shutters.

“There,” he said, “the castle. Jenny, can you swim over and meet us there? It was abandoned the last time I passed through this way. We should be able to camp undisturbed in the ruins.”

I looked to where he was pointing. A small circular keep rose on the western shore of the lake, dark against the darker sky. It looked like a sensible spot to camp, and I would certainly be able to swim easier than crawl. I nodded and slipped into the water, kicking off with my right foot before. To my surprise the lake was empty of anything but fish. An ancient body of water like this would have been a prime spot for a Jenny or one of their Welsh equivalents. I breathed in the water, enjoying the chilled freshness after a week in the dry air. I passed a shoal of sleeping carp. They did look fine, and I was tempted to snatch one for myself. I resisted. I couldn’t have carp on my own and I wasn’t going to get carp for Brackus or Temperance. Therefore no one would have carp and we would all be miserable together.

This was cold comfort as I surfaced in the shadow of the stone tower and began crawling up to it. I arrived before Temperance and Brackus, who had offered to carry my pack, so there was nothing to do but curl up against the old stone walls and try to sleep.
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The dawn light filtered through gaps in the stone wall of the keep, prying its way under my eyelids. I blinked awake. It was cold enough that my breath billowed out in front of me in clouds. I waved a hand to disperse them and looked around. Temperance and Brackus were huddled on the other side of the tower, sleeping back-to-back. The embers of a cooking fire gleamed beside them.

I pulled myself up and gasped as the bone shards in my ankle stabbed at me again. I slumped back and tentatively felt around the area. It looked swollen; the green skin had darkened to a blueish black as blood had pooled in the area. The fragment that had threatened to break the skin was now held in place by the inflammation. Even brushing my fingers across the area was torture.

I considered my options. The sensible thing to do, the only reasonable thing to do, was to get Temperance to heal me. I would probably still need a day of rest before we set off again, but we would only lose that one day.

If I had read Temperance correctly then I wouldn’t even need to ask her, let alone apologise. All I would have to do was wait for Brackus to ask her and then accept the help. I could let the mood of the last few days wash away. But I didn’t want to—I was in the right! She had shared her power with men who had tried to kill us both.

A small voice in my mind told me that I was being unreasonable. The voice sounded irritatingly like Brackus. I smothered it.

A breeze whispered through the fallen walls, carrying with it the smell of the lake. I remembered the relief of the cold mountain waters and began to shuffle out of the tower. The castle was far enough away from the village that there were no humans in sight. I tensed my body as I levered myself down the hillock to the water’s edge. I went straight into the lake, enjoying the cold sting against my ankle. I floated in the shallows, listening to the sounds of the valley.

Snowdon rose up behind me, snow-capped and gleaming in the morning light. The grassy slopes glittered with frost and dew and the wind whistled between the mountains to ripple the glassy waters of the lake. I could sense the fish swimming beneath me and remembered how hungry I was. I had almost decided to get out and go and retrieve my pack when there was movement outside the castle.

Temperance and Brackus were making their way down to the lake. Both wore their packs and Brackus was carrying mine. Cavall skipped at their heels, clearly keen to get moving. I swam a little closer to the shore, beaching myself on the smooth pebbles.

“How is the leg this morning, Jenny?” Brackus asked, whipping out his stool and sitting down. “You looked fast asleep when we came in last night so we decided not to disturb you.”

“Still broken,” I said, deliberately not making an effort to enunciate my speech. “The water helps, though. I should be ready to leave soon.”

“Now, Jenny,” Brackus said, “be a good sort and let Temperance patch you up. You know how slow you were yesterday, and you can’t crawl all the way to the coast dragging a broken ankle behind you.”

I said nothing, and merely kept floating and glaring at him. Brackus pulled his hat off and fanned himself.

“The thing is, Jenny, we really can’t afford to keep losing time on this. The longer we take to complete these tasks the longer the Erl King has to establish himself in Chipping Appleby. If you won’t ask Temperance for help, then perhaps it’s better that you stay here.”

I froze. Brackus continued, looking unhappy:

“You’ve got the lake here and you’ll heal much faster in the water than if you keep agitating the injury on the road. Stay here, Temperance and I will carry on to Penrhyn Ddu and when we have the iron we’ll come back and collect you. It’ll probably be a couple of weeks but you’ll have the whole lake to swim around in.”

My jaw fell and I goggled at Brackus.

“You’re leaving me?” I stuttered.

“Well, if you won’t let Temperance heal you then I don’t see we have much of a choice. I’m really sorry, Jenny, and I’d say the same thing to Temperance if she was in your position. I think you’re both being ridiculous but unfortunately…” He let the words fall away.

I looked from him to Temperance. She had her arms folded in front of her, her face deliberately blank. Her mouth twitched. I realised that they both thought I would give in. In that moment I knew I would do anything rather than admit defeat.

“Fine,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “I’ll see you back here in a few weeks. Take the dog with you, I don’t want to have to look after him.”

I sank back into the water and dipped below the surface. The water was clear enough that I could see Temperance and Brackus standing on the bank. They looked like they were arguing. Brackus dropped his head in his hands then nodded. They made their way back up the hill and away from the lake. Temperance looked back and for a moment I thought she was going to call for me. Then she whistled for Cavall, who was sniffing around in the hedges, and disappeared from sight.

Wonderful, I thought. Well, I didn’t need them anyway. I had been doing fine on my own for a thousand years, I would do fine again. Maybe I would be gone by the time they came back for me; if they came back at all. People rarely did in my experience—they left and didn’t return. I sank to the bottom of the lake and proceeded to wallow in self-pity.

A week after they’d left, I was beginning to regret my decision. My ankle was still painful but I could feel the bones starting to knit themselves back together. Another fortnight and I would probably be able to walk again. I spent most of my time swimming in the lake, feeding on the carp and doing some basic maintenance. If this lake had ever been inhabited, then the owner must have left a long time ago. Sheep bones and fishing rods littered the lake floor and the weeds were a tangled mess.

The water was much colder than I was used to; the dozens of mountain streams flowing down from Snowdon and Glyder Fawr ran with water from the melting snow. If I came to the surface and the sky was clear then I could see the peaks on either side of the valley. At the western end of the lake a small channel led into a larger lake, which in turn flowed into a small river. When I swam to the edge of the second lake I could taste the trace of salt on the air, and estimated I was about ten miles from the coast. I remembered Brackus had said that once we reached the coast we would turn south again, heading to Penrhyn Ddu. He and Temperance would be there already.

I thought about them almost constantly, probing my grievances the way I had prodded my broken ankle. If I thought of other things then my anger would cool and I needed to be angry, needed to keep the wound fresh.

I floated near the surface of the second lake as a rainstorm swept through the valley, and watched the drops patter on the water as if through glass. I wondered about the villagers, if they had all their ewes and newborn lambs under cover and out of the rain. I was just deciding to swim back to the first lake when something grabbed me around the waist.

I was shaken back and forth in the water, limbs flailing around. I managed to put an arm to my waist and found a giant hand, fingers clenched tight. I yelled out, using all my strength to try and pry the enormous digits loose.

“Let go,” I yelped, trying to remember the little Welsh I knew. “Aros, aros!”

The hand stopped waving me around and a dim shape appeared out of the depths of the water. It was huge, as tall as the castle tower, all scales and fur. Golden eyes glinted from a reptilian face set with long tusks, and a long tail snapped back and forth along the lake floor, stirring the sediment. An Afanc. I had heard of these creatures before, ancient, rare and dangerous.

You are not human, a voice echoed in my head in slow, careful English. What are you?

My name is Jenny Greenteeth, I thought, still trying to loosen his grip on my stomach, I’m just travelling through, I didn’t think anyone lived here.

Green Teeth, the Afanc repeated. Something flared in his face, and he dropped me. A Gwyrdd Gen, he said. I have not seen your kind in long years. He flicked himself up so that his face, almost the size of my whole torso, was in front of mine. I had forgotten you were so small.

I floated in the water, trying to resist the urge to flee. Is this your lake? I asked.

One of them. He pushed back suddenly and circled me. Despite his size the Afanc was incredibly nimble in the water, propelling himself with four long arms that ended in bone-white claws. He flipped up and eyed me from the surface.

You are travelling through, hmmmm? Travelling from where to where? His English was improving as we spoke, the words in my head becoming clearer.

Well… I hesitated. To Penrhyn Ddu. But I injured my ankle so my companions went on without me. They’ll meet me here on the way back. I eyed the Afanc warily. I didn’t realise the lake was occupied, I can haul out and wait in the castle.

There is plenty of space here, the Afanc snorted. I won’t mind the company. He looked around. Come, I’ve got half a sheep stashed under a rock somewhere.

He ducked back into the water and headed for the northern bank. I followed, keeping a wary distance. As the Afanc swam he seemed to diminish in size, shrinking almost imperceptibly until by the time he trotted out of the water he was only a little taller than I.

He paced over to a slab of slate and flicked it aside as if it weighed nothing. Clearly the strength did not lessen with the body size. Beneath the slab was the promised half-sheep, neatly skinned and chilled by the cold air. The Afanc extended a claw and sliced off a leg which he then tore in two. He tossed the smaller half to me as I waited in the shallows.

“Come out and eat in the air,” he called in a deep, rasping voice, “projecting thoughts in English gives me a headache.”

I looked down at the meat and splashed up onto the banks. The Afanc stretched out on the pebbles and began to eat. His great jaws ripped chunks of mutton straight from the bone, which he threw back and swallowed whole. I sat next to him and took a tentative bite. The meat was fresh and bloody and delicious. I fell on it with enthusiasm.

As I ate, I noticed how comfortable I felt, sitting next to the Afanc, the both of us gnawing meat off the bone. I didn’t have to cut clumsily with a knife or take small bites. If anything I probably had the better table manners of the two of us.

“Good meat, no? The sheep of this valley have a special flavour to them. I only wish I had more to share. Come back in autumn and you could feast on berries,” the Afanc said, waving at the thorn bushes that edged the lake. “Alas, I don’t keep them through winter and I get precious few offerings from any of the villagers any more.”

“Neither do I,” I said morosely. “The mortals have forgotten the old ways. It’s the same everywhere.”

The Afanc nodded.

“I just travelled down to the coast and across to Man to go and visit the Glashtyn, an old friend I had not seen in years. Can you believe that I found no trace of him? He had simply vanished from the world. A creature who had stalked the island waters for centuries gone with the falling tides.”

I looked across at the Afanc and saw grief written in the creature’s scaled face. I reached out a hand and rested it on his arm.

“The world is changing. I too have lost friends to the slow decay of time.”

Faces flashed before my eyes, before I could blank them out, push them back into the furthest recesses of my mind.

The Afanc placed a clawed hand over mine.

“We must make new friends while we may then, Gwyrdd Gen. I am pleased to have met you. Now tell me, what brought you to these waters?”

By the time I had finished telling my story we had finished off the rest of the sheep. The Afanc extended one long claw and began picking fragments of mutton from between his teeth and flicking them into the water. Minnows snatched them up and swam away.

“The Erl King, hmmmm, that’s a very bad business,” he said after a while. “I hadn’t sensed anything amiss. You said you were from the Caerlee? That’s Thames waters, and I rarely travel east of the Severn these days. Still, something like that is dangerous for all of us, especially with our numbers fading each year.”

I nodded, turning over the clean mutton bone in my hand.

“What I do not understand,” the Afanc continued, “is what you are doing here. The mortal witch offered to mend your ankle, but you chose to remain in Llanberis? That seems like an uncommonly foolish act.”

I bristled. “She shouldn’t have left with Brackus, I was in the right.”

“I understand there is a time component to this quest of yours, hmmmm? How long should they have waited for you to drown your pride?”

“She wasted her magic on people who tried to kill me! She doesn’t even seem to understand why that would upset me.”

The Afanc’s reptilian face was difficult to read but he managed to project an air of scepticism.

“It’s more than that.” I floundered for the words that would explain the twisting fear inside of me. “It was so easy to forget these past weeks. To pretend we were just three travellers, three equals…” I paused. “Three friends. The soldiers saw a monster and the thing is, they were right. That’s who I am, that’s why I have the strength to go on this quest, to help Temperance and yet she spends her power healing those who would kill me, after everything I’ve done for her.”

“They tried to attack her too, no? Shouldn’t she be allowed to choose to forgive and heal for her own sake?” rumbled the Afanc.

“It’s different. They tried to kill me for what I am.”

“Her village tried to kill her. Don’t you think that she understands what it is like to be feared? It sounds to me like she is trying to be more than what they think of her. Are you angry because she expects you to try too?”

I grimaced. It didn’t sound very logical when he put it like that.

“You just don’t understand,” I said, turning my face away to look up at the crags of Snowdon.

A scaled hand gripped my neck and hauled me around. The Afanc had me by the shoulders, my feet dangling above the lake waters. He shook me like a cat with a mouse.

“Do you know how long it has been since I spoke to another fae?” he asked. “Seventy-five winters. Twice that since I saw another of my own kind. Do you think I care for respect, for gratitude?”

“Let me go!” I screeched, twisting to claw at him. He shook me again.

“Do you think you will care about those things when the Erl King sucks the life from your lake?”

“So I should just roll over and apologise? Apologise for saving her life? Say I was wrong to try and end a threat to the both of us?”

“Yes!” bellowed the Afanc, loud enough that a cloud of starlings burst from the thorn bushes and streaked across the lake.

I hung in the air considering my options. The Afanc regarded me with golden eyes.

“Well, maybe,” I said grudgingly, “but they’ve gone now. They’ll probably be at the mine already. And my ankle is still mending, I can’t catch them up.”

The Afanc swung me back and deposited me on the beach.

“I can fix that if you ask me nicely,” he said. “It will be good practice for you.”

I glowered at him. The words seemed like lead in my mouth; it was impossible to push them out into the air.

“Would you,” I began, “kindly help me with my foot.”

The Afanc waited, tilting his head to the side. I ground my jaw as I realised what he was waiting for.

“Please.”

He grinned, revealing long rows of yellowing teeth.

“Since you ask so politely,” he rumbled. He dropped his tail into the lake and flicked it at me. A silvery thread of water extended out of the lake, twisting fluidly in the air, and wrapped itself around my ankle. It dipped up and about, until the whole of my left leg was covered in a web of water. I couldn’t feel anything strange, only the chill of the lake.

“Now what?” I asked the Afanc, still a little grumpily. He winked at me, and the loose coils of water snapped taut. I howled in agony and clutched at my leg. It was exactly as painful as the break had been.

The loops of water fell to the ground in a splash and began to trickle back to the lake. I rubbed my ankle. The bones had snapped back into place and the bruising had vanished. I looked up at the Afanc who was definitely smirking.

“You could have warned me,” I grumbled. He shrugged.

“If you wanted it done kindly you should have asked your witch friend. I don’t do nice. Besides, your pain is the price for my power. There has to be a balance.”

I shut my mouth and continued probing at my ankle. I clambered up and tentatively put some weight on it. It bore me with only a little aching. I glanced at the Afanc, belatedly remembering my manners.

“Thank you.”

“You are quite welcome,” he said. “This is the most interesting thing that’s happened to me in years.”

I looked down at the lake, to where the river leaked out of the western shores. The Afanc sighed.

“You’ll be off now, I expect. Swim down to the coast then haul out onto the land and follow the shoreline south. When you pass two small islands then you’ll have reached the right place. Be careful. A star is dangerous, even one fallen and guttered out.”

“I could stay a little while,” I said, haltingly. He shook his head.

“You have work to do. I wish you the best of fortune with it. Perhaps if you succeed and feel the inclination to travel again you will come and visit me. I am sure we both have stories to tell.”

“I would like that,” I said, and managed a smile for him. He nodded at me, and I slipped back into the water and kicked off, heading west.
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The beach was long and flat, the sand a dull beige under the grey sky. The sand was empty, but I could see fresh pawprints looping back and forth. I thought they could be Cavall’s. I traipsed along the edge of the dunes, between the clumps of salt grass.

I paused in front of a mound near the far end of the beach. It was about ten yards tall, covered in the same long grass as the dunes but there was an opening cut into the side, tall enough for a human to crawl through. The earth was a reddish ochre, the colour of rust, veined with a metallic grey rock. I thought that was probably a good sign.

I peered inside. “Hello? Brackus, Temperance, can you hear me?” No response. I straightened and looked around. Pursing my lips, I gave a long, low whistle. For a moment there was nothing but the wind rustling through the trees, and then there was movement in the distance. I saw a dark shape bounding through the grass.

Cavall raced towards me, not bothering to come to a full stop and instead bowling straight into my legs. I grunted but forbore to shout at him. He snuffled around my skirts, looking for a treat.

“Where are the others, boy?” I asked, tilting his chin up towards me. He cocked his head and led me off to the side, where the leather packs Creiddylad had given us were covered in leaves. He barked once then pointed his nose back towards the mound.

I walked back around and ran a hand over the earth covering the mound. It was packed in hard, bound together by the grass roots. I wondered how long Brackus and Temperance had been inside. I looked at the sky—it was just past dawn. They wouldn’t have gone in just before nightfall so they must have been at least a day in there. A voice whispered that I had come too late, that even now they were lying dead inside the mound. I squashed it.

I looked back at Cavall.

“If I’m not out soon you go back to the Court,” I said to him. He yawned and began to scratch behind his ear. I was reasonably sure that even if he understood what I had said he had no intention of obeying. I sighed and crouched down at the entrance. The smell was foul, like stagnant milk and rotten eggs.

I grimaced and wormed my way inside. The tunnel was so narrow that I had to kick myself forward inch by inch with my toes, my stomach flat on the ground and my arms extended out in front of me. Each kick knocked me against some new rock protruding from the floor or banged my head against the ceiling. The weight of the earth overhead seemed to press down, crushing the air from my chest. I couldn’t seem to catch my breath, my lungs constricted by the closeness of the tunnel.

I told myself I was no larger than Temperance, that if she had passed through then so could I. I tried to picture my lake in my head, imagining swimming through the water, kicking forward so easily. I kept going, pretending that the dirt around me was nothing more than lake water.

After a few minutes more I stopped and called out. My voice was croaky from the dust but echoed loudly through the tunnel. I looked up at the sides. It was all rock now, a glittering grey stone, but I couldn’t sense even a vein of iron ore.

I slithered on, my arms and legs against the rock. Something poked me in the side and I panicked. I investigated and my hand closed around the hilt of my sword. Why on earth hadn’t I taken it off? I considered unbuckling it but was distracted by a noise further down the tunnel.

“Brackus?” I yelled. When the echoes died down I heard the noise again. I scrabbled forward, reaching out and pulling myself along with both hands, when the ground fell out from beneath me and I was falling.

I woke in sunlight, at the lake. I was floating on the surface, breathing in the sweet lily-scented air. The water was coated with pink apple blossoms and curling green leaves. Below me I could feel the movements of the fish as they swam. I glanced over at the village. It wasn’t there. A grey-robed druid, her long hair twisted up on her head, ambled along the edge of the lake gathering reeds. After a moment I shook my head. What was I looking for? Everything was the same as it had always been.

I yawned and stretched myself back out in the warm water. Dragonflies hovered over my head and swifts darted in and out of the water, snatching up mayflies. Fluffy white clouds hung in the sky, bright against the clear blue.

Something stirred in the lake beneath me, disturbing the fish. I frowned and looked around. Little Jenny burst into the air just in front of me.

“Made you jump!” she called, in the old greenspeech I had taught her. I affected horrified surprise as she splashed me.

“Made you jump, made you stare, made you lose your underwear!” She howled with laughter and launched herself at me. I grabbed her in my arms and ducked underneath the surface then kicked back up and flung her into the air. She screeched in delight, bombing back into the water.

“Again, again,” she called. I threw her further so that she splashed down closer to the centre of the pool. Every time she would try to sneak up on me underwater and every time I caught her and hurled her away again.

“Mama, do the whirlpool,” she grinned, her sharp white teeth glittering in the sunlight. I called to the lake and twisted it in my fingers. The currents obeyed my command and swirled into a vortex. Little Jenny giggled and climbed onto my shoulders to jump in, spinning around and around in the maelstrom. I followed her and we spun together, holding hands. I snapped my fingers and collapsed the whirlpool, propelling us up into the air so that we landed with another great splash.

We surfaced, still laughing so hard I could barely breathe. Little Jenny looped her arms around me in a hug and I squeezed her tight, looking down into her eyes.

They were the same mossy green as my own.

I dropped her and swam back.

“You’re not her,” I said. “She’s gone.”

The sun blazed overhead and the scene vanished into white light.

I blinked hard and I was back in the mound. The tunnel had opened slightly and there was a junction in front of me. I shook my head, trying to get the hallucination out. I scraped my skull against the roof and growled. Whatever was in this mine was trying to test me. I didn’t think much of that. I knew my own mettle already. It might explain where Temperance and Brackus had wandered off to, though.

Something gleamed in the left-hand tunnel and I smelt the fresh-blood scent of iron. I bit my lip then shuffled forwards.

This time when I opened my eyes I was back at Gwyn’s Court. He and Creiddylad were dancing alone under a canopy of stars. The queen spun so fast that her skirts were a blur, her white-gold hair spilling long and loose down her back. However quickly she spun Gwyn was always there to catch her. He lowered her into a dip then lifted her up, hands around her waist.

She smiled her heart-breaking smile and spun away from him again. I sat watching as they repeated the dance, their bare feet crossing the soft grass of the clearing. There was no music, and even their footfall was muted but they seemed to keep their own time.

Finally they swirled to a finish, eyes lost in each other’s faces. They broke apart and stepped towards me. Gwyn made me a deep bow, Creiddylad an elegant curtsy. Confused, I glanced down and realised I was sitting on the carved throne. Clapping came from in front of me and when I looked back up the Court was full of high fae. Gwyn led them in a toast, raising his stirrup cup towards me.

“To Jenny Greenteeth,” he boomed.

“Jenny Greenteeth,” echoed the Court. I heard a familiar voice at my side. Temperance was seated on the other throne, wearing Brackus’s yellow dress. She lowered her cup and drank, red wine staining her lips.

“This isn’t what I want. This isn’t real.”

Gwyn leered at me and the Court was gone.

It was easier to break free of the phantom Court than to let go of my daughter but it still left a bitter taste on my tongue. I wanted desperately to have a drink of water and wash the taste of the dusty tunnel from my mouth. The walls were wider still here, and I was able to crawl on hands and knees rather than wriggling. I saw the glittering of metal on the wall and raised a finger to trace the looping veins of iron that rippled through the rock. I reached for a knife before realising that I’d never be able to pry it out of the fresh basalt. The capillaries of the ore seemed to thicken as the tunnel led on. I readied myself for another vision and set off.

I sprawled on the muddy road near Nottingham. The soldiers loomed over me. Temperance and Brackus were nowhere to be seen.

“Some kind of hag,” said the soldier on the left, “better kill it before it gets too close to a village.”

“Horrible thing,” the sergeant grimaced. “I heard tell they were humans once. What kind of a life is that? It’s a kindness to put an end to it.”

He lunged forward with his sword. I grabbed at it but it sliced through my hands, plunging into my chest. The iron burned me even as it carved. I felt the sword piercing my ribcage, into the chest cavity. I grinned at him, blood frothing at my mouth.

“Fool. Monsters don’t have hearts,” I hissed, springing for his throat.

I stood inside a castle, warmth blazing from a fireplace. A tall man sat at a round table, a golden circlet on his tawny head. His face was merry as he watched the other men around him laughing and drinking. A red-haired woman sat beside him, a dutiful smile on her lips. I looked around, taking in the rich wool hangings, tapestries depicting battles and meetings.

An older man dozed in a chair by the fireplace, long white beard wafting slightly in the draught from the chimney. I looked back to the table. The tall man was giving a speech, pointing at various young knights. The company cheered each one, slapping them on the back and making jokes. One of the men smiled bashfully over his drink. His blue eyes kept darting to the woman’s face.

I stepped forward, noticing the sword at the tall man’s hip. Someone grabbed my arm. Turning I saw the old man, his furry white eyebrows drawn in confusion. He looked familiar, as if I had met him before.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” he said, and pushed me away from him.

I was sitting by the edge of my lake in the rain. Brackus was standing in front of me, his cap in his hands. The normally neat brown curls were plastered to his scalp, raindrops dripped down his nose.

“I’m so sorry, Jenny,” he said, face sorrowful. “I’ve got bad news.”

“No!” I yelled.

A knight threw a gleaming white sword into the air. A pike flashed in the murky water of the lake. The Twrch Trwyth lowered its horns and charged. My baby daughter looked up at me, dark eyes trusting as I dipped her below the water. A white dragon roared, flame gushing from its mouth to coat the flank of an even larger red dragon. Temperance flinched as I smiled at her. The blue-eyed man kissed the red-haired woman, his hand lifting up her face. Gwyn ap Nudd laughed at me, his heavy antlers shaking.

The Erl King stared at me as I clung to the wall of the parsonage. I gagged at the rotten smell of the dead forest, the rib-bones of the stag glinting in his eyes. In the corner a woman crouched, clutching her burned hand. Behind her were more figures, both men and women, young and old. An eyeless child crept forward to cling to the skirts of his headless mother. Beyond them was the dark emptiness of the yawning void.

The face of the parson twisted as the Erl King smiled at me.

“Jenny,” he whispered. “Are you coming for me, Jenny?”

I opened my mouth and screamed. Temperance sputtered into existence to my left, Brackus appearing on the right. Their shrieks intercut with mine, as the Erl King laughed.

He walked forward and took Temperance’s hand, crushing it between his own as he looked at me. She screamed as his nails cut her skin. He raised her palm to his lips in a mockery of a lover’s kiss. He laughed again and looked over at me.

I grabbed for Brackus and threw myself backwards.

I woke falling. The tunnel floor had vanished. I fell for a heart-stopping second before landing on hard rock. I looked around, rubbing the elbow that had taken the brunt of the impact. I was in a wide cavern, a dome almost. Botryoidal iron coated every surface, like giant metallic bubbles. I winced as I registered the iron biting at the exposed skin of my arms and legs. Two figures slumped in the centre of the cavern. I picked myself up and hurried over.

Brackus and Temperance lay in peaceful sleep, cool, but not ice-cold. I shook them both but was not particularly surprised when neither were roused. I dug a finger under Temperance’s chin and felt the slow thudding of her pulse. Alive, then. Brackus too had a heartbeat but his cheek was starting to blister where it lay against the iron floor. I took his hat off and wedged it under his head. I slid off Temperance’s boots and borrowed her socks, giving a little sigh of relief as I put a barrier between the floor and my feet.

I squatted back on my heels and considered. This felt more real than the other visions but I still wasn’t completely sure I was awake. The dome had no entrance or exit that I could see—not even one to explain how I’d fallen in here—and I got the sense that wherever I was, it was not wholly in the mortal realm.

I patted my sword, drawing a little comfort that it at least had made the trip with me. As I moved my hand away I felt something in my pocket.

It was the chunk of amber I had grabbed as I left the lake, meaning to offer it to Gwyn. He had scorned it as mere tree sap. I turned it over in my hand, finding ease in the smooth warmth of it. It seemed to glow as I stared at it and I noticed for the first time that Gwyn had been wrong. Though there was no insect or bird trapped inside there was something. A single apple pip, just a mote in the golden eye of the amber.

I pocketed it and began to look around the cave, investigating every crack and crevice. A faint humming seemed to be sounding as I approached the walls. I placed my ear to one of the bubbles of iron. A low thudding was permeating through the rock. I pulled away, startled. It seemed familiar. I put my head back and realised where I’d heard it. It was a heartbeat, drumming to the exact rhythm that Temperance and Brackus’s had. I had thought there was something strange about how slow their hearts were. They had somehow attuned or been attuned to the rhythm of the cave.

I stepped back, moving slowly into the centre. This cave was alive. I thought back to what Gwyn had said about this place, the falling star. I had assumed he had been speaking metaphorically but it seemed it was true. I was in the heart of the living star, trapped and sunken into the rock.

I sat down on the floor, careful to keep my dress smoothed beneath me. Now that I was listening to it, I could feel the thrum of the star, resonating within my own chest. I still didn’t understand what to do. My friends were unconscious, we were all entombed underground, and the vision of the Erl King was gnawing at me still. It had seemed realer than the previous ones.

I rested my head on the warm metal floor, ignoring the sting of the iron. I listened to the thump of the star’s heart. I wondered how long it had been here; if anyone else had been trapped here before us.

Trapped.

I scrambled up. The star was trapped. Endless lonely eons since it had crashed to earth. I remembered the freedom of swimming in my lake, twirling in the clear waters. The star must have felt like that as it raced through the night sky, all the wonders of the universe before it. No wonder it was keeping us here, snaring us the way it was snared.

I had to free it, release it back into the world, but how? I dropped a hand to my sword but dismissed the thought. I wasn’t going to be able to carve my way free and, somehow, I felt that was the wrong kind of answer.

The amber. I picked it out of my pocket and I felt the heartbeat quicken around me. This was the solution somehow, I just had to figure it out. I touched it to the wall, placed it in the centre of the floor, held it aloft. Nothing.

Tree sap, Gwyn had said, only valuable if it captured life. I thought about that. Sap was the blood of the tree. The apple pip was the heart of a tree that was yet to grow. It was life, life frozen in time, just like the star. Could I harness it, bring it back?

I held it tightly in my fist. Blood of the tree, seed of the tree. And nothing was stronger than tree roots. They curled down deep and slow, splitting rock and stone in their quest for water and food. The star was buried in this half-world, too weak to break free. If I could help it escape maybe it would let us go too.

I sat down again and began scrabbling at the floor. The iron burned the palms of my hands and when I tried to dig my fingers in I did nothing more than break two of my talons for my troubles. I left the amber and went back to my friends. They had both left their packs at the entrance to the cave but I found a small rock hammer clutched in Temperance’s hand.

I returned to the centre of the cave and began digging. It was filthy work, the clanging sound of the hammer on the rock echoed in the cave and every blow sent a jolt through my body. Metal dust began to puff up from the hole I was creating and as I breathed it in I felt it scorching the insides of my throat. The heartbeat of the star was quickening, drumming in my ears and I began to worry that the cave would collapse on me before I had a chance to finish.

“Please,” I whispered to the star, “I can help you, but you have to let go, you have to meet me halfway. Release the pain and let me in.”

I started digging with renewed purpose until I had a hole about a handspan deep. I picked up the amber and smashed it open with the hammer. It splintered into glittering shards and I picked through them until I found the apple pip. I swept the rest into the hole so it formed a base then placed the pip on top. Then I replaced the material I had excavated, smoothing the surface over like any mortal gardener.

Nothing happened for a long moment. I bent over and breathed on it, trying to impart a little moisture but my mouth was so dry.

It needed water. I scanned the room desperately. There was nothing but bare rock and the gently breathing bodies of my friends. I held out an arm, looking at the dark veins that webbed below my skin, but I knew blood wouldn’t do.

I looked over at where Temperance lay. I thought about how I had screamed at her, pushed her away from me and let her walk into this darkness alone. I thought about Brackus, my oldest friend, who I had cut off for daring to try to care for me. I remembered Gwyn and Creiddylad’s hands intertwined, the wet-dog smell of Cavall, and the empty blackness at the heart of the Erl King. I thought of Little Jenny and the last time I had seen her.

I gasped and a single tear rolled down my cheek. I leaned forward and let it drop onto the ground.

For a heartbeat there was nothing. Then there was a great rumble and the ground seemed to shake. A golden sapling burst through the floor, thickening and reaching out as it grew upwards. Golden tendrils spiralled through the cave, roots swelling and flowing away from where I sat, covering the entire ground in a network of living wood. They spread up the walls, at first fine as dandelion seeds but thickening into great rivers of golden sap.

The heartbeat was quickening and I rushed to where my friends lay, clutching their hands to me. There was a great creaking sound as the rock bent and snapped, folding and fracturing into new patterns. The tree spread its branches wide, pale yellow blossoms blooming then budding into honey-coloured apples that thudded to the ground. New trees burst from each fruit, until the cave was an orchard that strained and pushed at the walls and broke through.

I looked up just as the first tree reached the apex of the metal dome. The yellow-orange branches spiralled like a whorl on the trunk of a tree and there was a final gasping boom as the roof cracked and sunlight filtered in and all was white light.
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Something wet was touching my face. I groaned and opened my eyes. Cavall was leaning over me, his silky ears brushing the tip of my nose. He was whining and licking my cheek. I mumbled incoherently and tried to sit up. Every joint in my body felt like it had been stretched, every muscle and tendon felt crushed. A thumping ache pounded at my temples. I wavered, clutching onto Cavall to haul myself up. He stood patiently.

The sun was just rising in the east. I squinted at it. I had a feeling that was wrong, that when I had last been awake it hadn’t been evening yet. Had I somehow slept through the whole night? My hands twinged and I looked down to see they were scratched from the tunnel.

My memories slotted into place. I spun around, trying to work out where I was. Was this still some kind of illusion? I was standing among tall salt grass, behind the beach. The others were nowhere to be seen. About fifty yards away was the mound we had crawled into. I started stumbling towards it, Cavall staying close to my legs.

I paused at the edge of the mound. Where before the hill had been covered in grass, now an enormous, gnarled apple tree had burst from the centre, sending roots rippling out to break open the sides as they searched for water. Fat golden apples dripped from boughs garlanded in fragrant white blossoms. Sunlight glittered through the leaves, sparkling like stars.

The entrance I had used yesterday was gone. I circled the mound twice, looking for a way in. I found the satchels we had left, covered in a thin layer of sand. That really made me worry. How long had we been underground? How had I got out? The last thing I remembered was the cave roof cracking.

I crouched down in front of Cavall.

“Where are the others, boy?” I asked. “Can you find them?”

He wagged his tail and took off towards the beach. I rushed after him, losing sight as he crested over one of the grass-covered dunes. When I caught up I found him sitting next to Brackus, who was lying perfectly still on the sand. Heart in my mouth I knelt beside him and tentatively shook his shoulders. He murmured under his breath and yawned. Not dead then, that was a start.

I scooped him up in my arms and carried him back to the mound. He was surprisingly light underneath all the velvet and buttons; I wondered if that was a goblin trait. Cavall nipped impatiently at my ankles as I paused to slide a satchel under Brackus’s head.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” I said, standing back up. This time he led me further inland to where a holly tree grew, gnarled against the wind. Beneath the green and gold leaves sprawled Temperance, her eyes closed, loose tendrils of hair blowing in the sea breeze. I squatted down and grabbed her feet, pulling her out into the open.

“I’ve got you, Temperance, you’re safe now.” I tilted her face up towards me. Her eyelids fluttered and she whispered something I couldn’t hear.

I picked her up and hurried back, carrying her in my arms. Brackus was coming around by the time I laid Temperance beside him.

“Bloody hell, Jenny,” he croaked. “What on earth happened down there? I lost track of Temperance. I had the strangest hallucinations, there must be some strange vapours underground. Did you pull me out? Wait, what are you doing here?”

I shook my head. “I saw things too. I woke up over that way. Cavall led me to you.” I reached out a hand to pull him up. “Gwyn did warn us it was a strange place.”

Brackus winced, rubbing his cheek where the iron had left a mark like a bad sunburn. “True enough. Mayhaps Cavall pulled you out.”

I sat beside him, “The entrance is gone. Either we crawled out some other way or fell into some scion of the Wild Roads and it dropped us out.”

Brackus frowned, “The entrance is gone? Did we get the ore? There must have been some down there, I still feel the sickness of it in me.”

“I didn’t see any by you or Temperance.”

“Damn.” Brackus smacked the red earth beside him. “All that for nothing but nightmares? We’ll have to find another way in.”

I nodded gloomily. Temperance twitched and we turned to look at her. Cavall lay down by her head and barked. Her eyes shot open.

“Ursula!” she cried, looking around wildly.

“It was a dream, Temperance, you’re safe. This is real,” Brackus soothed, reaching over to pat her hand.

She blinked at him. “Real?”

I crawled over to her side, “I promise this is real. We’re out in the open again.”

Some of the tension faded from her face and she gave a huge sigh.

“You would not believe,” she said, “the things I saw.” I smiled at her.

“Oh I’d believe you. Dragons and magic and—” I paused “—well, let’s leave it at that.”

“Let’s. I don’t want to think about it ever again. It was truly horrible, I thought I would never get out.” She paused, chewing her lip.

“It was the star,” I said, pleased with myself for having figured it out. “It was trapping us inside, until it could free itself. I don’t think it meant to hurt us; once I could untangle it, it let us go.”

“I don’t mean from the cave,” Temperance said. “From the dream. I was standing in front of the Erl King and you grabbed Brackus and left. You left me.”

“I remember that too,” Brackus added, “I thought it was part of the dream.”

Temperance shook her head vehemently, “It felt real. Realer than the rest. You left me with him.”

I flushed. “I couldn’t reach you. It was just a dream, Temperance. I got you out of the cave.”

She looked at the hand the Erl King had grabbed. The suntanned skin was unblemished, the scratches that he had inflicted had washed away with the rest of the dream. She shivered and dropped her right hand, wrapping it in her skirt.

This wasn’t going the way I had planned. I coughed and Temperance looked up at me. The relief of being released from the cave was beginning to fade from her face and the suspicion that had grown between us was resurfacing.

“I, uh, well I’ll explain on the road, but I had rather a change of heart,” I said, trying to force myself to meet her eyes. “I acted like a child. I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry.”

She paused, nodding to herself, then she reached out for my hand. I gave it to her and she didn’t flinch at the touch of my skin. She held my hand between hers and looked me straight in the eye.

“Thank you, Jenny. That means a great deal to me. Here, let us both forget the past and try do better in the future.”

I smiled at her, feeling some of the load that had weighed me down lift a little.

“Finally,” Brackus wheezed, leaning away to cough vigorously. “Have we got any water in the satchels?” he huffed.

I grabbed the nearest one, scowling at its weight, and opened it. Inside the satchel was filled with pebbles of glittering iron ore, neatly packed with linen.

“Look,” I gasped, “the iron we needed. It’s all here.”

Temperance scrambled over and peered over my shoulder. Her mouth fell open.

“Is it real?” she asked. I poked one of the nuggets. The familiar bite of iron burned the skin of my fingertip.

“It’s real,” I grinned. Temperance sighed and fell back into the grass.

“Thank goodness for that. I really did not want to go back down that mine.”

Brackus was still coughing, “Can you check the other bags for water?” he rattled. I checked the remaining satchels. They were as we had left them, half full of Creiddylad’s supplies. I threw him a waterskin.

“Do you know what this means?” Temperance said, abruptly sitting up. “It means we’ve completed two of Gwyn’s tasks.” She bounded to her feet. “We’re more than halfway done!

“One more task! If we’ve managed these two then we can manage one more. We could actually do this.”

She beamed down at Brackus.

“Come on, let’s go. We need to find a door and get back on the Wild Roads.” Cavall yapped enthusiastically at her words and she bent down to ruffle his fur.

“Very well, very well,” Brackus said, climbing a little unsteadily to his feet. “Jenny, come here so I can glamour you. I think we passed a door before the village. And, Temperance, you’ll have to carry the iron, I’m still feeling a little unsteady.”

Brackus’s unerring instinct for finding doors to the Wild Roads was proven accurate again. The door was located about two miles east of Abersoch. It was different again from the ash arch or the wooden gate, consisting of a single jutting rock at the edge of a forest.

“We just walk at the rock?” Temperance asked doubtfully.

“Even easier,” Brackus grinned. “You just walk around it. You won’t notice the difference but eventually you’ll turn the corner and find yourself on the roads.”

“That seems strange,” I said. “What if I just fancied stretching my legs?”

“Then this would be a foolish place to do it,” Brackus answered. “Shall we?”

I ended up carrying Cavall again as Temperance worried that he’d get dizzy and she was laden down with the iron. We stepped forward and began to walk around the stone, Temperance muttering the witch passwords under her breath. It didn’t feel any different from walking along the lane we’d taken to reach the door. The rock was taller than me and wider than my outstretched arms. I kept expecting to see the Wild Roads unfold before me but every time I stepped around the stone I saw the same green fields. Cavall started wriggling, anxious to be put down.

Finally on our fifth lap the light changed and I was walking forward onto the Wild Roads. I dropped Cavall and looked around. We were standing on the top of a mountain, the summit dusted with a fine layer of snow. I traced a finger over the nearest surface, revealing grey rock beneath.

“Which way?” voice sounded from behind me. I shrugged.

“It doesn’t matter, at least both are downhill. See which way Cavall wants to go.”

We looked at the dog. He sniffed around then bounded down the slope to our left. Brackus peered down the track and followed after him.

It took us all day to climb down the mountain. The path was incredibly steep and narrow. Temperance in particular struggled not to accidentally step off, weighed down as she was with the satchel of iron. Brackus was a little better but kept stepping on loose rocks and sliding forward. Eventually we decided I should walk in front, the better to catch my companions if they fell. Cavall raced up and down the slope barking merrily at our struggles.

Just as I thought we were nearing the bottom of the mountain the light changed again and we were walking down a long flat road.

“Are we back?” panted Temperance, leaning over, her hands on her knees.

“Aye,” said Brackus, twisting around. “Well, almost. We’re in Scotland.”

“Where in Scotland?”

“No idea, I’ve only visited a few times.”

“How can you tell, then?” I asked. Something buzzed near my ear and I slapped at it.

Brackus winked at me. “You don’t get midges like that south of the border. Besides…” He pointed up to the moors that towered either side of the road. “Heather, thistles, rain clouds. This is Scotland.”

Cavall whined and bumped into my shins. I looked down and he tilted his head towards the east.

“All right,” I said, “Scotland or not, let’s go.”

We followed Cavall as he trotted down the road. He splashed through a stream that ran alongside the path then bounded up the slope on the other side. We sighed collectively, looking up at the steep moor, then grudgingly began climbing after him.

Dusk had fallen by the time we reached the hilltop. It was crowned with a circle of menhirs, jagged and raw against the darkening sky. Cavall trotted in between two of the standing stones and vanished from view. When we hurried after him we stepped into the Court.

This time the dancing stopped as soon as we appeared. The high fae nearest to us inclined their heads and stepped aside, clearing a way through the gathering. We walked over to the back where Gwyn and Creiddylad had placed their thrones.

“Another success?” Gwyn said, when Temperance placed the bag of iron ore at his feet. I noticed he drew his boots back slightly, as though affected by the mere presence of the metal. “I must admit I am impressed by your diligence. Only two months have passed since I saw you last. I had thought you would be gone longer.”

Two months, I thought, confused. Temperance looked similarly baffled.

“My lord, it has only been three weeks,” she said.

The Lord of the Hunt grinned nastily. “Time under the hill does not match up with the mortal world. Be grateful it was not two years.”

Temperance opened her mouth to argue but Gwyn waved his hand. I looked at Creiddylad for support. Her eyes were sympathetic but she said nothing. Temperance stepped back, letting his words sink in. I saw her clenching her right fist in the folds of her skirt.

“Now, the final task.” Gwyn beckoned to a servant who removed Temperance’s satchel. “The third item you must procure, and the rarest. Bring me the horn of a unicorn.”

Brackus gasped. “My lord, surely there are no unicorns left on this island?”

Gwyn sat back and smiled, “They are rare now, it is true. Perhaps half a dozen still live, all on the Isle of Skye. Find one and slay it. Cut off the horn and return here with it. Then I will show you how to create a weapon to defeat the Erl King.”

Creiddylad laid a hand on her husband’s sleeve.

“My love,” she whispered, “is there no other way? I am passing fond of those beasts.”

Gwyn shook his head. “Silver infused with rare poison. Iron from the heart of a falling star. The horn of a unicorn. That is the only way.”

“Didn’t you say there was some other method of killing the Erl King?” the queen pressed.

“None that now remains to us,” Gwyn sighed. “Sigmund could have slain him with his sword Gramr, or Roland with Durendal. Even Arthur with Excalibur could have ended his days. Alas those days have passed and all knowledge of how to forge such weapons has gone with them. The blade I will show you how to make will not kill the Erl King, but it will destroy the mortal form he has taken and banish him from these lands.”

Creiddylad looked down at her hands. Gwyn reached out to touch one.

“My love, if you would rescind your support of these petitioners merely say the word. The unicorns will continue unmolested.”

The queen paused. I held my breath, feeling the tension crackling across the Court.

“No, beloved. Let these three continue. All things must come to an end,” said Creiddylad. She turned her pale head to look down at us. “I trust you to hunt with the swiftness and accuracy prized by this Court.”

I nodded and Brackus bowed. “Your will be done, my lady.”

“Indeed,” rumbled Gwyn. “Go now, and do not linger here. You have a long journey to Skye, and a hard task before you.”

We bowed again and left. Cavall followed at our heels. I looked back to see Gwyn kissing his wife’s hand.

As soon as we left the circle of menhirs Temperance whirled to face me. Her voice was strained and I could tell she was close to panic.

“Two months! We were under there for two months! Jenny, did you know?”

I shook my head.

“Only a week passed before I came after you; I must have been there almost the whole time.”

Temperance trembled and raised a hand to her head. Brackus caught her other arm and steadied her.

“It’s not so bad,” he said soothingly. “It is mid-May still. We have six weeks before midsummer. We may have lost some of our time but we need not give up hope.”

“It’s not that,” Temperance said, her voice shaky. “Two months under the hill. A month before then in Cornwall and Wales.” She broke into sobs.

Brackus extracted his stool from his pack and I helped guide Temperance to it. She was breathing too fast and I could tell the air wasn’t going into her lungs.

Brackus and I exchanged looks and crouched down on the ground beside her, taking a hand each. He began whispering some sort of cantrip and I just held her hand, stroking it the way I had stroked my daughter’s when she had had a nightmare. It took several minutes but eventually Temperance got hold of her breathing and stopped gripping our hands.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “Josiah was twelve months old when I last saw him. He’s already a quarter as old again. They change so fast, I’ve probably missed his first steps, his first words. He might not even remember me. Ursula will, she’ll be so worried. I almost wish that she would forget me, and the wishing breaks my heart all over again.”

I bit my lip. There was nothing to say that could make this better. Even if we succeeded there was no buying back that time. Temperance sniffled and wiped her eyes.

“Shall we rest here for tonight?” Brackus asked, looking around at the hillside.

“It’s early evening still, we could walk another few miles tonight,” I said. We both looked at Temperance. She grimaced and stood up.

“Let’s go.”

It took us a full month of travelling to reach Skye. The Scottish roads were narrower and more winding than those south of the border and we were lucky to make ten miles a day. The slow pace was frustrating, but it was difficult to stay angry when I looked out at the beautiful country we were walking through. Rugged mountains, purplish red moors and glassy lochs were everywhere. As we walked northwards the villages got smaller and farther between. This presented a challenge as Lady Creiddylad’s supplies had only lasted a week. Brackus and Temperance bought more food whenever we passed through a town, but there was rarely enough for sale to sustain them for more than a day. Cavall roamed far and wide. Often we did not see him from day to day. He would emerge from behind a tangled bush or down a slope, often with half a rabbit hanging out of his mouth.

I fished for my own food in the lochs, feasting on fresh salmon and trout and delighting in the sweet, if only temporary, relief of the waters. Occasionally I would see the flash of a horse in the cold waters but the kelpies stayed at a distance, not bothering me. I wasn’t so confident that they would ignore my companions so encouraged them to make camp further away from the water’s edge than they would have preferred.

Kelpies were not the only fae we saw. Wisps were common, especially as we crossed over the high moors, casting their pale flickering light through the thick fog. Dwarfs passed us on the roads, lifting their glamour to greet Brackus and barter for something from his bottomless pack. At night, when the three of us would huddle for warmth against a boulder or tree, we could sometimes hear the wail of a local banshee.

Temperance particularly disliked this, and rarely slept well on those nights. She grew paler and more tired as the days went on. We were back on speaking terms but there was still an awkwardness between us. We both leaned on Brackus to keep our spirits up. He was the most used to frequent travel and enjoyed the challenge of finding food and shelter. His chattering, which remained constant even through sleeting rain and midge bites, was a great aid. I did not, of course, tell him as much.

The day before we reached the coast Brackus decided to pitch camp early, under the sprawling branches of an ancient oak nestled at the foot of a hill.

“We all need a proper rest,” he said, driving his telescopic poles into the ground and flinging his tarpaulin over the top. “A good fire, the rest of that rabbit and my last bottle of small beer should lift our spirits.”

Neither Temperance nor I had the strength to argue so we built the fire and clustered around it, pouring out small cups of beer. Brackus was in a talkative mood and regaled us with a few of his favourite tales of adventure. Temperance sat and listened quietly, but I made the effort to grumble and poke holes in the narrative, just to show willing. When the fire had burned down to embers we retired for the night.

I dozed fitfully, waking what felt like every other minute to Brackus’s snores. Temperance was lying in between us, which was the only thing preventing me from poking him. When I awoke for the fifth time I sat up, fully intending to thump him awake. Starlight shone down on the empty bedroll next to me. Temperance was gone.

I scrambled up and looked around. Cavall had snuggled up to Brackus and was making little yipping noises in his sleep. I paused. If anything had snatched Temperance, Cavall would have alerted us. Still a little concerned I padded around the tree. Out of the lee of the trunk the wind caught at me, and I shivered. I ducked my head down and saw indentations in the grass, about the size of Temperance’s boots. They led away from the tree and up the hill. I decided to follow them.

At the top of the hill sat Temperance, her cloak wrapped around her, and her face tilted up at the stars. She was rubbing her right hand with her left, pulling at the skin absentmindedly. She turned as I approached and gave me a wan smile.

“Couldn’t sleep either?”

I shook my head. “That goblin snores like a dragon and the dog is worse. Do you want company? I only came up here to check you were all right.”

“Company would be welcome,” Temperance said, “come and sit with me.” I sat down in the grass. Temperance offered me her cloak but I shook my head, enjoying the cool stillness of the night.

“I was just thinking about my children,” she said. “I haven’t told you much about them, have I? Josiah is a sweetheart, the easiest baby I’ve ever known. Ursula was such a handful from the time she could crawl, but so smart. She already knows her numbers and can mark out her name in the dirt with a stick.”

Temperance gulped and drew in a steadying breath.

“I know Benedict will be taking good care of them; they won’t be hungry or dirty and he knows the lullabies that sends them to sleep. But what if they pick up a cold that takes a turn, or cut themselves and the wound gets infected? I never worried about all the thousand common things that could hurt a child because I knew I could protect them. What if that happens and I’m not there to save them?”

“Interesting,” I said thoughtfully. “I thought you would be worrying about the Erl King. He seems like a much more serious threat to your children.”

Temperance twisted to look at me. For a moment her face was completely blank. Then she cracked up laughing. I stared at her, nonplussed by this reaction. I waited for her to stop but she just got louder and louder, falling backwards and lying on the ground, convulsing with giggles.

“Oh my word, Jenny,” she gasped, struggling for breath, “that is truly the most incredibly tactless thing I’ve ever heard anyone say.”

This confused me even more. My words had, on reflection, not been particularly comforting, but I didn’t see why that would cause Temperance to laugh so hard that tears were bubbling down her cheeks.

“I didn’t mean—” I started, but Temperance cut me off, waving her hand in the air.

Something snapped in the grass behind us, and Temperance dropped her hand. I whipped my head around to look. Cavall bounded up the hill towards us and threw himself on me.

“Get off me, you ridiculous dog,” I complained, trying to stop him from licking my face.

“Come on,” Temperance said, “let’s head back, we really do need some rest. I’ll cast a spell of silence over Brackus.”

I wrestled the dog off me and followed her down the hill, Cavall trailing behind. By the time I reached the bottom she had cast the cantrip and tucked herself in for the night. I paused for a moment looking down at her face, youthful in sleep. Then I rolled myself back up in my cloak and let my tiredness carry me away.







[image: image]Chapter Sixteen

We arrived in Kyle of Lochalsh late in the next afternoon. Brackus vanished off towards the foreshore to find someone willing to ferry us over to Skye. The day had cleared up from the looming grey of the morning and the horizon shone bright and blue. Cavall appeared at my feet, and I grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and looped a makeshift rope collar around him. He looked up at me with hurt eyes.

“Don’t moon,” I said, “we can’t have you running off again before we catch the boat. You’ve caused enough trouble as it is.”

He sat down and sprawled theatrically against Temperance’s legs, deliberately not looking at me. She smiled.

“He looks mortally offended,” she said, and reached down to scratch behind his ears. “Do you think he’ll recover in time to help us track down a unicorn?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t even know if we can make him understand that’s what we’re after without a scent trail or something.”

“Maybe Brackus has something in his bag.”

“He’d have mentioned it by now. Can you do some kind of finding spell?”

Temperance frowned. “I could try I suppose. It would help if I knew what unicorns really looked like. I’ve never even seen a drawing. Are they truly just horses with a horn?”

“I’ve never seen one either. Brackus will know, though.” I knelt to rumple Cavall’s fur. He whined and twisted away from me.

“Don’t be so dramatic, Cavall,” I teased. I rummaged in my pack, finding the last leaf-wrapped portion of rotten carp. “Here, have some of this.”

Temperance retched as Cavall leapt to his feet and fell on the fish. Brackus reappeared, hurrying up from the shoreline.

“Come on,” he called, “I’ve found someone who’ll row us over, but we have to go now.”

I grabbed Cavall’s leash and the three of us rushed down to the edge of the water. I could taste the salt on the air, but the sea was so sheltered that there were almost no waves. A tall figure in a long dress stood by a battered rowboat. As we got closer her features sharpened into view. Curly ginger hair tucked up beneath a headscarf and bright blue eyes, the colour of the sky. The woman squinted at us suspiciously, then said something to Brackus in heavily accented English. He looked over at us.

“She wants extra for the dog,” he said, looking down at Cavall.

“Why?” asked Temperance. Brackus shrugged and began packing our satchels into the boat.

“More weight,” said the woman. Her accent was just about comprehensible, the r’s rolling like mist over a loch. I looked over at Temperance who sighed and dug her hand into her pocket. She withdrew one of the gold coins from my hoard.

“I don’t have anything smaller,” she said, reluctantly handing it to the woman. The woman frowned and, lifting the coin to her mouth, bit it. Her eyes widened as she inspected the dent.

“Tis too much,” she said, handing it back. Temperance shook her head.

“It’s all we have.”

The woman considered, then pulled up her dress to reveal a small hatchet strapped to her leg. She grabbed it. All of us took a step backwards but the woman placed the coin on one of the seats of the boat and chopped at it with the axe. Something pinged and the woman straightened.

“Here,” she said, holding out half of the coin. Temperance took it tentatively and put it back in her pocket.

The woman grinned at us and gestured to the boat. We piled in and she pushed it out onto the water, wading through to climb over the side. She rowed with practised ease, slicing the oars through the water and rarely looking behind her to check the direction. The three of us passengers sat in front of her while Cavall climbed up on the edge, his ears flapping in the breeze.

Skye billowed on the horizon, a great green jewel rising up from the sea. To the south a large rectangular castle looked out over the straits.

“Caisteal Maol,” said the woman, seeing us looking at it. “Twas the old seat of the local thane. Tis empty now.”

I wondered how far we would have to go. Gwyn had not specified exactly where the unicorns dwelt, and Skye was a large island.

The sound of gravel crunching along the keel of the boat broke my reverie. I jumped out to help the woman pull us ashore. Cavall leapt out and splashed along beside me, paddling in the cold seawater.

When we reached the beach the woman helped Temperance and Brackus out onto the sand. I unleashed Cavall and he scampered off to the north. Temperance shook her head and turned to thank the woman.

“Why are ye here?” she asked. “Tis a lang way fra’ home for the likes o’ ye.”

Temperance hesitated and glanced over at me.

“We’re looking for something,” she said eventually. “Something strange.” The woman nodded.

“Aye, well this is a strange place. Hope you ken what you’re doing.”

“Do you know where we might find—” Temperance paused “—what we’re looking for?”

The woman gave her an appraising glance. “Go to Kilbride, where the red hills meet the black peaks. If there’s something strange on this island that’s where it will be. Mind how ye go.”

Temperance nodded and shook the woman’s hand.

“If ye have any trouble with the locals give them my name, Flora MacDonald. Tell them I rowed you out here. I’ve family on the island and they’ll mind the name.” Flora gave us a last look then pushed her boat back out to sea.

We stood on the beach and watched as her boat vanished towards the mainland.

“Should we set off now?” I asked Brackus. “How far is it to Kilbride?”

He rubbed his nose. “Let’s camp here tonight. Tomorrow we can find a local and ask for directions.”

“Fine, but you don’t want to camp this close to the water. We should go up into the woods.”

He groaned at me but picked up his satchel. “You are too paranoid about kelpies, Jenny; they’re not going to bother you.”

“I’m not worried about me.” I shouldered my pack. “I’ve never swum in these seas before; if something drags you in I might not be able to get you out.”

Brackus rolled his eyes and started up the hill. We pitched camp next to a stand of elms. Cavall sneaked up when we were cooking supper and begged until Temperance threw him a strip of dried meat. We sat quietly after eating and stared into the dark flames of Brackus’s fire.

“We should probably talk about it,” muttered Brackus eventually, lighting up his pipe.

“About what?” I said, poking a stick into the fire.

“About this unicorn we’re supposed to be hunting. We need to come up with a plan.”

I sighed. “Can’t we do that later? I don’t want to think about it now.”

“We’ve been not thinking about it for a month,” insisted Brackus. “We’ve finally reached the island and we need to start talking about it. It’s really no different than hunting a deer or fishing for salmon. We already tracked down one magical creature.”

“I know. It feels different though. Unicorns are…” I trailed off.

“Special.” Brackus finished for me. “I’ve never even seen one but it does feel wrong to be hunting them. I suppose that’s a good sign though. If we weren’t so nervous about killing one then we wouldn’t be good people.”

“Or does it say that we’re bad people for knowing it’s wrong and doing it anyway?” I added.

Brackus gave a half smile. “A thorny philosophical dilemma, Jenny.”

Temperance rubbed the back of her hand. “To be honest with you I don’t really care if it is wrong or right. It’s the only way to defeat the Erl King and save my children. I would do just about anything to achieve that.”

“Even kill something as pure and rare as a unicorn?” Brackus probed, leaning forward. “Kill it yourself, not me or Jenny. Hold the knife in your hand and bring it down on an innocent creature?”

“Yes,” said Temperance simply. “I would.”

Brackus leaned back, blowing a smoke ring into the air. “Very well then. Just so long as we’re all clear. So how should we do it?”

“Can we bait it with magic?” I inquired. “That worked with the boar.”

“The Twrch Trwyth was a man cursed into the form of a boar, not an inherently magical being. Unicorns are more powerful, they’re one of the oldest kind of fae.”

“What about that old story about virgins attracting them?” Temperance asked. I noticed her glancing at me out of the corner of her eye. Brackus shook his head.

“Well, why don’t you tell us about them and we’ll come up with a plan?” I snapped, growing impatient.

Brackus blew another smoke ring and settled down to speak.

“Unicorns came into being with the first of the high fae. Legend tells us that they were born from the waves crashing on the beaches of Britain and cantered forward, fully formed. They are similar to horses but smaller, maybe a little taller than Cavall here, and with cloven hooves. Their coat is said to be as bright and shining as the moon, and they prefer to come out only on moonlit nights.

“They are famously shy, rarely appearing before humans or fae and swift to flee if confronted. Their horn, which is what we seek, grows up to a foot in length. Some sources say it is made of bone or enamel or even diamond. All agree, however, that it cannot be removed whilst the beast lives.”

“Are they dangerous?” I asked.

“I have never heard of anyone being killed by one, but I have never heard of anyone catching one either.” Brackus sent another smoke ring towards the fire.

“Oh good. So we don’t know if one can even be caught.”

“Surely you must know something else, Brackus?” Temperance asked. “Something useful.” The goblin grinned and tapped the edge of his pipe on his knee.

“I do. Unicorns were born of the sea. They dwell in the mountains and hills but return to drink the salt water at night. Our best chance therefore is to wait along the seashore for one to come down to the water and then block off their retreat. Since the boatwoman suggested Kilbride was a likely spot I propose we start there.”

“And when we have trapped one,” I said, “what then?”

“Then you can grapple it and Brackus or I can cut its throat,” Temperance said.

Brackus winced. “I’ll leave the throat slitting to you, Temperance, it’s not really my speciality.”

I raised a hand. “Isn’t there something we’re missing here? It’s summer in the far north. It hasn’t been properly dark all week. How can we trap them at night-time if it never gets dark?”

“Ah,” Brackus said. He looked a little taken aback. “I hadn’t considered that. Well it does get darker; the sun drops below the horizon and the moon comes out. We will just have to hope that they will be forced to come out in the twilight.” He rapped his pipe on his knee again, warming to his theme. “You know this is probably a better opportunity for us as we will all be able to see, rather than just Jenny.”

I didn’t think this was a particularly good plan but it was getting late.

“Fine,” I admitted, “but I’m not going into the sea after it. Jennys are freshwater creatures only.”

Thus agreed we settled in for the night. I struggled to stay awake for a long time, to see if Temperance would wander off again but she showed every sign of being in a deep slumber and eventually I lost my battle and slept.

The next day dawned bright and sunny. We left the woods and headed west, following a rough cart track along the coast. A thin ribbon of land was farmed, mostly sheep grazing around stocky granite cottages. Behind the fields the moors rose up around us, caked in peat and purple heather. At midday we passed a cheerful pair of farmers, driving a small herd of rugged red cattle. Brackus dodged through the impressive horns to ask the men for directions. It turned out that they spoke no English at all but after some enthusiastic sign language, and a sly cantrip of understanding, they told us to turn left at the edge of the moor before the forest.

Temperance was very taken by the furry cows and wanted to stay and ask more questions. She and the farmers tried to make themselves understood by shouting loudly and cheerily in their own languages whilst Brackus and I attempted to drag her away.

“Bloody countryfolk,” complained Brackus. “We’re on a famous quest and she wants to ask questions about livestock. Come on, Temperance, we’ve only a week till midsummer.”

We managed to pry Temperance away and set off again. We missed the turn-off to the south-west, so small was the path, and had to walk back to find it. I was not looking forward to clambering over more mountains but to my relief the path ran through a low green valley. To the north towered an enormous hill. Its lower slopes were grassy but the top half gleamed red in the sunlight. We skirted around the foot of the hill and the valley led us out to the sea again.

Across the sea loch I saw dark mountains on the horizon, jagged and sharp as they rolled towards the sea. I thought of the boatwoman’s words: red hills and black peaks. This must be the place.

Temperance stopped and took a deep breath of the salt air. She looked back at us.

“Where should we camp?”

“Further along the coast,” Brackus said, pointing. “There should be a stream between the black hills and the red. We’ll camp there.”

It took another hour to walk over and find a good spot. The ground was marshy and soft and so open that there was nowhere to lay an ambush. Eventually we decided to split up. Brackus would walk over to the black hills’ side of the stream, Temperance would stay on the slopes of the red hills, and I would sit in the stream. If any unicorns came down the valley we would wait until they passed and then try and stop them on their way back.

“What about Cavall?” Temperance said, stroking the dog’s muzzle.

“Cavall can stay with one of you. I don’t want him running around scaring off the unicorns. Let him go when you approach and he can help us close in on them.” I eyed Cavall who was wagging his tail hopefully. “Stay.” He flopped down and yawned at me. I glowered at him then turned to Brackus.

“Will we wait all night?”

He shrugged. “Unless you have somewhere better to be.”

I gave him a half-hearted hiss and then slipped into the water of the stream. It was still fresh despite the proximity to the sea loch and I could taste the heather and peat on the snow melt. I couldn’t sense anyone at home. Even the fish were small: little minnows dancing on the currents. It was strange to be in such a shallow stream, too turbulent for plants to grow in. I felt uncomfortably conspicuous as I lay on the stream bed. I reassured myself that the light bouncing off the surface would be sufficient to hide me.

The pale-yellow sun continued to sink behind the spiked black mountains to the west. I lay alert, waiting for something to happen, for the unicorns to come down the mountain and drink from the sea. I wondered what the term was for a group of unicorns. Was it still a herd? It seemed very mundane for ancient fae. I tried out words in my head: a drove, a flock, a swarm. I didn’t have the right vocabulary to describe them. Brackus would probably know and be pleased to tell me. I would see if I could bear to ask him.

A bird spun over the river, a gull of some kind. Hoofbeats rang out to the north of where I squatted. I was sure it was cloven hooves and swirled in the current, trying for a better view. A magnificent red stag paused on the edge of the stream. He scanned the horizon then lowered his antlered head to drink. I paddled a little closer, trying to count the points of his antlers. Sixteen velvet spikes crowned the great russet head. He drank slowly, as if confident nothing on the island could threaten him, and I thought he was probably right. Wolves were near as rare as unicorns these days and it had been long years since a bear had wandered past my lake.

The stag finished drinking and left. I waited to see if anything else would come. I was disappointed. A fox, a handful of rabbits and a few river voles were all the evening visitors I had. When the sun broke over the eastern horizon I climbed out of the stream and headed to where Temperance had been waiting. I found her cooking a breakfast of rabbit stew, Cavall unhelpfully underfoot.

“I thought we should eat before we go to sleep.” Her face was cheerful but her voice wobbled a little.

I sat down beside her and sniffed the cooking pot. I thought I would rather have gone fishing but I smiled appreciatively anyway.

“It’s only been one night,” I said as Brackus straggled over to join us. “It would have been wildly lucky to have seen a unicorn on our first real night of looking.”

Temperance nodded and bent over the pot, stirring vigorously. Brackus shot me a worried glance and took a seat beside me without comment.

A second night passed. Temperance was getting nervier by the hour. Creiddylad had said that the best chance of defeating the Erl King was to fight him during midsummer, the days between the twenty-first and twenty-fourth of June. It was now less than a week till the summer solstice. I could see her mouthing numbers when she thought we weren’t looking. A day to travel to the court, time to forge the weapon. How long would it take to travel back to Chipping Appleby? If the court met somewhere remote then we would never make it back in time. I wanted to reassure her but the same thoughts were troubling my own mind.

On the third night at Kilbride we settled into our now familiar positions. As I waded into the stream I saw a flash to the west as Brackus signalled he was in position. I sank below the water to wait. Above me the gibbous moon was dull as it hung in the sky, washed out by the rays of the sun still filtering from the west. As I looked at it doubt crept into my heart. Surely the unicorns would not bother emerging for such a pitiful sight. I floated in the water, trying not to panic. I closed my eyes and focused on the soothing feeling of the stream washing over and around me.

Something splashed along the edge of the stream. I opened my eyes. Hoofbeats, too small for a deer, too delicate for a sheep. I stayed very still. The splashing continued. The hoofbeats were heading downstream, towards the beach. When they passed I rose up slightly and risked a look.

Four horses were cantering down the stream. Each was small, less than ten hands high, and delicate. The cloven hooves flashed a silvery grey and the coat and manes were a pure chalk white. I straightened a little more and saw the spiralling horn that grew from each equine forehead. They were undeniably strange and rare and lovely and my heart ached to have to hunt them. But I squared my shoulders and pushed off the riverbed to swim downstream.

I caught them up when they reached the edge of the sea loch. The unicorns slowed to a trot as they plunged into the water, going in up to their knees and sloshing around with evident pleasure. I thought three of them were females, with a stallion a little taller than the mares. One of the mares had a younger look; she kicked up the surf beneath her hooves and whinnied.

I watched carefully as she walked back and forth along the gravelly beach. I planted my feet on the base of the stream, ready to spring.

A flash came from the west and I leapt forward. I yelled and ran towards the unicorns. Their heads whipped up and saw me. Two dodged left, two right. I stayed on the left, following the younger mare and the stallion. Brackus had jumped out and was closing in on them; hopefully we would drive them towards Temperance.

A baying sound came from the north and Cavall emerged just in front of me. He snapped at the unicorns’ hooves, blocking their escape across the moor. I was close enough to spring and jumped for the younger mare. My hands scrabbled for purchase and I wound them into her long flowing mane. I threw myself backwards, using my weight to bring her down. Cavall lunged towards us and took a bite out of one of the flailing legs. Brackus hurried over and pinned down the front legs. It took his full weight to do this; the unicorn was small but unnaturally strong.

“Temperance, get over here,” he yelled. The witch arose from behind a clump of heather, her face uncertain.

“Quickly,” I called. “She’s struggling and we can’t hold her for ever.”

Temperance stepped towards us, her hand going to the knife at her belt. Suddenly the stallion was in front of her, horn held down as if to impale her. Temperance darted out of the way but the unicorn stepped backwards blocking the way to us.

“I can’t get past,” Temperance shouted, ducking from another blow.

“Throw a fireball at it,” I hollered, wrestling with the back end of the younger mare. Temperance brandished her fist at the advancing unicorn and mumbled something. Her hand exploded into flames. Out of the corner of my eye I could see the beast flinch but try for another strike.

Cavall growled and hurtled off behind me. I twisted to see the other two unicorns galloping directly at us. Their horns were lowered, looking frighteningly sharp. I looked at Brackus.

“Can you hold her alone?” he asked. I nodded doubtfully and he took off after Cavall, his hands twisting something in the air.

It took all of my strength to keep the unicorn pinned down. I had neither the magical power of my lake nor the advantage of being in water. I lost track of the fights around me, focusing only on keeping the mare down. I tried to evade the hooves but took a solid kick to the chest that knocked all the breath from my body. I ignored it and carried on. Even a stab from the horn would not be too worrying, provided Temperance survived long enough to heal me. The important thing, the only thing that mattered, was holding onto the unicorn.

Suddenly the stallion screamed and fell back. Temperance had cast a wind at it and ran past as it pushed against the wall of air. She crouched beside me. Behind us Brackus and Cavall were fending off the other two mares. I could hear one of them snorting and squealing.

“Quickly,” I gasped, “Temperance. The knife.”

Temperance had it clutched in both hands, left over right. Trembling, she raised it to the unicorn’s white neck. I found a last reserve of strength and held down its head with my foot, still holding onto the chest with the rest of me. I could see its eyes rolling, dark brown and terrified. Temperance set her face and brought the knife down.

Without thinking I kicked the blade out of the way. It tumbled on the ground next to us. I rolled clear of the unicorn and it staggered to its feet and took off across the beach. The other three caught up with it and they vanished towards the mountains.

I glanced up at Temperance. The look of shock and betrayal on her face cut at my heart.

“What in God’s name, Jenny?” she whispered, still crouched on the gravel.

“I’m sorry,” I said, “I just couldn’t.”

“You just couldn’t?” She was yelling now, her voice echoing out across the sea loch. “My children could die. My whole village could die and you just couldn’t? I thought you were with me on this, I thought we were allies, I thought we trusted each other.” She paused for breath. “My baby has probably already forgotten me. My daughter, my husband, every day they live in fear, in danger. Why, Jenny, just tell me why?”

I sat back, wrapping my arms around me. “I’m so sorry, Temperance,” I said again.

Brackus arrived beside me, panting hard. Cavall ran at his heels, a dark streak of blood down his side.

“What happened, did it get loose? Sorry, Jenny, I shouldn’t have left you.” He bent over, hands on his knees and wheezed. “We should probably find a different spot for tomorrow night.”

“It didn’t get loose,” Temperance said, her voice cutting like a whip. “Jenny let it go. She kicked the knife right out of my hands.”

Brackus’s mouth fell open. “But, why?” he asked.

“Its eyes,” I stuttered, “I couldn’t—its eyes.”

“What about its bloody eyes,” screamed Temperance, “meant that you had to damn my children? You had no problem killing those soldiers on the road! I had to plead with you for their lives. But when it comes to a dumb animal suddenly you’re all soft-hearted.”

She was literally fluorescing with fury, sparks flying from her fingers. As she clenched them into fists I saw flames bursting into life along her knuckles.

I did nothing, only sat there and let her rage and pain break over me like a tidal wave. My ears were roaring, blood rushing to my head. Brackus straightened up and moved in front of me. I could hear him trying to reason with Temperance. The fire at her fists dimmed a little. He turned back to me.

“Jenny,” he said, stooping down in front of me. I didn’t meet his eyes. “Jenny, you have to tell us why.”

I felt the resolve with in me snap and the tears began to flow.

“It had—it had—” I stammered, struggling to get the words out. “It had Jenny’s eyes.”

“Your eyes are green,” Temperance snapped. Brackus raised up a hand.

“Not our Jenny’s eyes,” he said, and his voice was painfully sad, a tone I had only heard from him once before. “Little Jenny. Her daughter.”

“Her daughter back down south?” Temperance sounded more confused than angry.

I sobbed harder, unable to force out the words.

“She’s dead.” Brackus said, in the same sorrowful voice. “She died about fifty years ago. She had brown eyes like the unicorn, I suppose.”

“I’m so sorry, Temperance,” I gasped, “I put her away, didn’t think about her. All these years it was easier to pretend she was alive, that we were estranged. I wanted so much for it to be true that I had half convinced myself.”

The flames at Temperance’s fists went out. She sighed and sank to the ground.

“And the little unicorn, it reminded you of her?”

I gulped, snot dripping horribly from my nose. “Not just the unicorn. You. You remind me of her. She was bold and brave like you; you even look like her a little. I felt that by helping you, in a way I was helping her, that she wasn’t truly gone. I saw her again when we were under the hill, and it all came back to me again, everything I had buried inside myself. The unicorn was just the final straw.”

Temperance crawled over and put her arms around me, hugging me close. I sniffled and tried to wipe my face.

“What happened to her?”

“She passed,” I whispered. “Fae aren’t living so long any more.

The magic is going out of the world. There was nothing to be done, she just passed.”

Temperance shivered. “I can’t imagine,” she said, “what it must be like. To lose a child.”

I turned to look at her. “Yes you can. You’ve been imagining it since March, since we found out about the Erl King. You’ve faced losing your children every day and I just wrecked your best chance to stop it.”

Temperance’s face was wet with her own tears.

“I’m glad you stopped me,” she said. “I’m glad I didn’t do it. And I hate that I am. You might have saved my soul but damned my family. I’m so tired, Jenny, I don’t know what the right thing is any more.”

Cavall snuffled at our feet. I smiled wetly and reached out to stroke his soft fur. Brackus moved closer to us and put his arm around my other shoulder.

“You two will set me off,” he murmured, pretending to dab at his eyes. “Shall we get some sleep and re-evaluate what to do in the morning?”

I nodded and we clambered to our feet. Brackus patted me on the back and turned towards the east. Cavall barked. I looked down at him. He was facing behind us, his ears cocked forward, tail high. I spun around.

The four unicorns were walking towards us down the path of the stream. Their heads tossed in the cool night air, their horns glossy. The stallion was in the lead, the younger mare beside him. They halted ten yards away. The stallion gave us a penetrating look then stepped aside. A fifth unicorn stood behind, an older mare. It was frailer, weaker than the others, the mane and tail thinned with age.

She slowly clip-clopped forward, every step painfully slow. She stopped directly in front of me. Temperance pulled at my sleeve but I was not afraid. I reached out, stroking her long nose with my hand. The coat was silky to the touch. The old mare snorted and began to lower herself to the ground. I knelt next to her and she laid her head in my lap.

Temperance looked at me and I could tell she was thinking about the knife in her belt. Her right hand twitched. Then she knelt beside me and reached out to stroke the mare’s neck. Brackus stood beside us, Cavall whining quietly at his feet.

The other unicorns lowered their horns to the ground. The old mare in my lap began to tremble, her breathing coming unevenly now. The stallion came forward, dipping his head over my shoulder to nuzzle at her ears. I stroked her once again and she whinnied gently. The tired eyes closed and the unicorn disappeared beneath my hand. The long spiralling horn fell into my lap, the last remnant of her existence.

The stallion drew back. I held out the horn to him but he nickered and returned to the other mares. I looked down at it, tracing the whorls of pearlescent white bone.

“Thank you,” Temperance whispered. The unicorns gave us a final look then turned and raced back towards the dark mountains.
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I woke the next morning still clutching the unicorn’s horn in my hand. Brackus was already poking at the fire, coaxing a pot of porridge oats into edibility. Temperance lay beside me, staring up at the sky. Cavall wandered over and licked my face. He still had a thin raised scar on his side from the night’s attack. I traced it with a finger. Temperance had done a decent job of knitting together the wound and he didn’t flinch at my touch. That was a good sign.

I turned my attention back to the tapered horn in my hand. It felt as smooth as polished wood but cold, as if it was drawing in heat from my touch. Despite the chill it didn’t feel malevolent. I thought of a cool cloth being placed on the fevered head of a child. Perhaps it would break through the Erl King’s blight in the same fashion.

Brackus began to dole out porridge. He passed me a small wooden bowl and I started methodically spooning it into my mouth. Temperance grimaced and blew on hers. I watched her a little awkwardly. We hadn’t spoken since my outburst last night and the return of the unicorns.

“May I see it?” Temperance asked, putting down her bowl. I didn’t need to ask what she was referring to, handing over the horn without comment.

She turned it over in her hands, eyes widening.

“It’s heavier than I thought,” she commented, weighing it with her hand experimentally. “I imagined it would be light as a twig.”

“I suppose it’s pretty sturdy,” I said. Brackus nodded, leaning over Temperance’s shoulder.

“I was rather worried when those two mares pointed them at us and started charging. Could have run us straight through.” He chewed a spoonful of porridge. “That must be why we can use them in weapons; wouldn’t be much use if they were weak enough to snap.”

Temperance placed a hand on either end, as if to apply pressure.

“No,” I yelped, making a grab for it. She gave me a sardonic look.

“I wasn’t going to break it, I just wanted to see if it had any resistance.”

“Let’s save the experimentation for Gwyn’s smiths, shall we?” Brackus lifted the spiralling horn from her hands and wrapped it in a piece of fine green silk. Tucking it inside his pack he sat back down and resumed his breakfast.

Temperance regarded her own bowl with distaste and turned back to me.

“Do you want to talk?” she asked. “About your daughter, I mean?”

I heaved a sigh and put down my porridge.

“There’s not that much more to say. I found Jenny about two hundred years ago. I raised her in the lake and found her a nice mill pond when she was old enough. You know that already.”

I prodded the crust forming on top of the oats.

“She was one of the last young Jennys that I had heard of. We were getting rarer and rarer even then. It took a while for us to notice the rivers were emptying. We’ve always been solitary folk. Even once we did notice we didn’t realise it was part of a pattern. I certainly didn’t feel any different. Brackus still came by once or twice a year to pass on the gossip and to try and sell me something. What else would matter to me?”

I paused, staring out at the shining grey sea loch.

“When Brackus arrived out of the blue one day it didn’t occur to me for a moment that something bad could have happened to Little Jenny. Even when I saw his face all sad and crumpled. You had to tell me twice, Brackus, do you remember?”

The goblin nodded at me. “You didn’t understand the concept at first. Then you thought I was joking. Then…” He stopped.

“Then I screamed at you and told you never to come near me again?” I finished.

“Among other things.” Brackus nodded again. “You were quite frightening.”

“You did come back though,” I remembered, “twice a year, same as always. I was as rude as I knew how to be, and you still came back.”

Brackus smiled at me, but there was sadness in his eyes. “I had fewer and fewer friends as the years passed. I wasn’t about to lose one of my oldest and dearest sparring partners.”

“Thank you,” I said, looking at him directly. “Thank you for coming back, even after I screamed at you.”

The tips of his ears pinkened and he waved a hand at me. Temperance patted my hand.

“Do you think,” she said, furrowing her brow, “that once we defeat the Erl King the magic could come back?”

I considered the question. It was a pleasant thought, but I doubted it was realistic.

“I don’t think so, Temperance,” Brackus said gently. “The fae were diminishing before the Erl King came to Britain. It may even be why he came. Don’t worry too much about it. All things must come to an end.”

We were silent then. I finished off my cooling bowl of porridge and began to pack up my things.

“Come on,” I said. “One more day on the Wild Roads and then the Court, and then home.”

“Home, where we will attempt to fight an all-powerful demonic nightmare?” asked Brackus.

I grinned at him. “Exactly.”

He grumbled but got to his feet. Temperance offered Cavall the remains of her porridge but he turned his nose up and began sniffing around the edge of the camp.

“Did you see any doors as we walked over from the beach?” Temperance asked, rolling up her cloak.

“No, the last one I noticed was about three days south of the crossing.”

“We have to walk all the way back?” I groaned.

“Not necessarily. I can cut a new opening to the roads.” Brackus cracked his fingers.

I scowled at him. “Then why did we spend all that time looking for the others?”

“Because, my dainty emeraldine doll, it takes a lot of effort. It’s much easier to simply use a door that exists than to make your own.” He straightened up. “But in this case it’s worth it.”

“So should we cut one here?” Temperance indicated the hillside.

“Best not. I’m not going to build a permanent door, merely cut a hole and shut it after us. It can have, ahem, adverse effects on the mortal landscape.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What kind of adverse effects?”

Brackus avoided my gaze. “Let’s just say I’d rather not destabilise any mountainsides. We can go down to the shore and do it there.”

This answer did nothing to allay my concerns. A quick glance at Temperance suggested she had similar worries. Neither of us had any better suggestions so we tramped down to the beach, Cavall trotting at my heels.

Brackus stepped out onto the sand. Looking around for a suitable spot he began to mark out a pattern with the thin end of one of his telescoping staffs. It started simple enough, two long lines running parallel to the sea, but as he went on adding extra lines, I began to see what it was he was drawing. It was a bridge, as if flattened and viewed from above. Cavall padded out next to him, messing up one of the lines. Brackus swore and banished him, sulking, back to us.

“Jenny,” said Temperance, bending down to grab Cavall by the scruff of the neck. “We’ve been at odds for a while now.”

I looked down at her as she hugged the dog, choosing her words carefully.

“I’m tired of it, tired of not trusting you. When we fought on the road to Wales… I think we were both at fault. You took the first step after the mine, but I couldn’t let it go yet. I’m sorry for that, I should have—I don’t know. I still think I was in the right but I can see your point of view. I don’t know if I’ll ever fully understand you but I do want to try. More than that, I think I realise now that I don’t always have to agree with you to see you as a friend and an equal.”

She scratched at the back of her hand as she continued.

“I wanted to say that I trust you will try to do the right thing, just as I hope you trust me, even if we have different ideas about what that right thing is. So can we be friends again?”

I held out my hand for her to shake and she took it and pulled me into an embrace. Surprised, I managed to return it, though I was out of practice. Temperance smiled at me and I grinned back at her, relieved.

Brackus hollered over at us from where he had finished repairing Cavall’s damage.

“Keep your hand on that dog!” he called. Temperance winked at me then began walking over to him. I grabbed Cavall and scooped him up into my arms, following behind.

Brackus met us at the western end of the sand bridge. He pointed eastwards, between the two main lines.

“Right, all you have to do is walk between the lines. Don’t smudge or step on them, just keep walking and keep your eyes on the horizon. I’ll be right behind you.”

“Will you close it after us?” Temperance asked. Brackus beamed.

“That’s the beauty of the beach, it’ll wash away in a few minutes when the tide comes in. Hurry now, I don’t want it to wash away until we’re on the other side. That would not be good.”

Temperance and I exchanged looks and hurried forward, Cavall writhing in my grip. I felt the change more clearly this time. Where before I had barely noticed the transition, this felt like walking down a slope and missing your footing. We both tripped forward. Temperance caught herself but I had a faceful of dog and went down hard. Cavall yelped and tried to disentangle himself. I scrabbled around, hearing Brackus sniggering behind us.

“Now I see why you prefer existing doors,” Temperance said, trying not to laugh.

“My apologies, Jenny.” Brackus stepped over me and offered a hand. “An accident, I assure you. A happy, happy accident.”

I growled at him but accepted the hand. He pulled me up and I looked around. Today the Wild Roads had deposited us in a cave. I peered around, spotting an entrance in the distance, another behind us. Not a cave but a tunnel. I wondered if the idiosyncrasies of the caster affected the form the roads showed to them. Brackus’s laughter had died out, and he was looking around nervously.

I forbore to tease him and instead slapped him on the shoulder.

“Come on, we’ll be out in a few minutes.”

He gave me a weak smile as we set off. It soon became clear, however, that it would take longer than a few minutes. No matter how far we walked the entrance never seemed to get any closer. The ground was flat and smooth, and I took to counting steps with my eyes closed. After five hundred paces I would open my eyes and check again. The circle of white light was the same size. I turned to look behind me, wondering if we should have gone the other way.

Brackus caught my arm.

“Don’t look back,” he muttered. I smirked at his worried expression and made to keep turning. “I’m serious,” he said, “it’s bad luck to look back underground.”

“Come on, Brackus,” I said, “it’s the Wild Roads not the depths of Hell. There’s nothing behind us.”

“Please, Jenny,” he said, “just don’t.”

I rolled my eyes but nodded and we started off again. I still thought Brackus was being ridiculous but the further I walked the more I could sense something behind us. It wasn’t a sound, or a shape, but something scratched at my mind, urging me to turn around. I ignored and kept walking. Cavall remained unaffected, racing up and down the tunnel, barking at the shadows and barking at the echoed replies of his voice.

I lost track of time. How long had we been walking in the tunnel? There was no way to tell; even the daylight at the end didn’t seem to be changing. I began counting steps again. Surely after ten thousand we would reach the end.

Twenty thousand three hundred and fifty-nine steps later we staggered out into the soft evening sun. I collapsed onto long grass, rolling over to bask in the sunlight. Cavall stepped on my chest and snuffled at my face.

“Are we out?” Temperance asked.

“Yes,” Brackus confirmed, sinking down next to me and stretching out.

“Thank goodness,” I sighed, opening my eyes. The tunnel mouth had vanished. “That was the worst one. I think I’m catching your fear of caves, Brackus. Not ideal for someone who lives in one.”

Neither of them replied. Cavall stepped forward, tangling my hair under his paws.

“Get off me, you stupid dog,” I grumbled, pushing him off. I sat up and looked out. We were sitting on top of a high flat hill. To the west unfolded a heavily wooded valley, the green trees washed in the gold of the late sunshine.

“This looks familiar,” I said uncertainly. Brackus sat up.

“I don’t wonder that it does,” he laughed. “This is Cleeve Hill, Jenny. Your lake is not fifteen miles east of here.” Temperance’s eyes flew open and she sprang to her feet.

“We’re home,” she whispered. A grin lit up her face. “We’re home!” she yelled out to the valley below.

“Not quite,” put in Brackus. “We still need to call upon Gwyn.”

“Yes, but to be so close, and with all three tasks completed.” Temperance’s face was flushed. “And with three full days till the summer solstice.”

She threw herself down beside me and leaned over, her hair gleaming darkly in the sunlight.

“We’re home, Jenny!” she whispered. I blinked a little and smiled at her. She bent down and kissed me loudly on the cheek. I flushed scarlet and she grinned at me.

“Let’s go, I want to find the Court!”

“We’ve been walking all day,” moaned Brackus, pulling his cap down over his eyes. “Can’t we have a little rest first?”

“We can rest after,” wheedled Temperance, plopping down next to him and whisking the cap away.

“Fine.” Brackus began to clamber upright. He spun around; hand raised up to shade his eyes from the setting sun. “That way,” he pointed.

We sloped off in the direction he had indicated. The sun had dipped below the horizon and the sky was a lavender-grey. In front of us I could see the soft glow of the hovering lights. A huge pavilion was erected on the crest of the hill. Laughter and music filtered out of the tent flaps. A huge giant sat outside, craggy faced and ancient. He nodded at us and pulled the hangings aside.

Inside the court was dancing. This time there were no guests but the high fae. They danced back and forth in perfect synchronicity. I spotted Gwyn and Creiddylad and we skirted the couples and headed towards them.

“You have returned to my court for the third time,” rumbled the Lord of the Hunt. “Have you succeeded in your final commission?”

Brackus knelt and placed the green silk at his feet. He unwrapped it carefully, revealing the unicorn horn.

Creiddylad gasped and the Court fell silent. Gwyn said nothing, merely glowered at us.

“Master Marsh,” Creiddylad said, “may I?”

Brackus offered her the horn. She reached out with delicate fingers and plucked it from his hands. She raised it high, as if flourishing a wand. It seemed to shine in her hands, reflecting silvery light onto her beautiful face. Then she lowered it and fine lines fractured through the fine skin of her face.

“This was not taken but freely given,” she said, turning to her husband. “And the more powerful for it. I would not have believed such a thing possible.”

He reached out. I thought he would take the horn but instead he took her hand.

“Strange times indeed, my love.” Gwyn looked back at us and snapped his fingers. The page appeared at his side. “Bring the comb and the iron.”

The servant disappeared behind the throne, returning with a neatly wrapped bundle atop which lay the silver comb. Gwyn took them and settled them in his lap.

“Now,” he said. “I made a bargain with you. Pay attention, I shall not repeat myself.”

Brackus delved in his pack and withdrew his charcoal stick and scrap of parchment. Gwyn raised an eyebrow then continued.

“Three tasks have you completed and three trophies have you won. The silver, impregnated with the poison of the Twrch Trwyth, represents England, the realm of earth. The iron, smelted from the heart of a falling star, is Welsh fire. The alicorn, or horn, taken from a creature born of the Scottish sea, is water. By combining these ingredients I can forge a weapon that will banish the Erl King from these shores.

“I shall take the comb and the iron and forge a blade around the alicorn, leaving a handspan free for a hilt. Strike the Erl King with it and he will lose his mortal form.”

“How do we get close enough to stab him?” Temperance asked.

Gwyn shrugged lazily. “However you like. I know not the details of your village; make a plan and waylay him.”

Creiddylad coughed softly. Her husband glanced at her and then turned back to us.

“If I were you I would try and catch him unawares. He will not sleep but the human he has occupied must. It may take a while for him to awaken the host body and direct his power through it at you. Now,” he clapped his hands, “let us proceed with this blade of yours.”

The servant reappeared, bearing the stirrup cup Gwyn had brandished at us the first time we came to the Court. He knelt before his lord, holding the cup aloft. Creiddylad took the bundle from her husband’s lap and withdrew the silver comb. She whispered something to it before placing it into the chalice.

Next she unwrapped the bundle to reveal a dull grey ingot of metal. It seemed to resist the glittering light of the candles, sucking in rather than reflecting the fairy illuminations. Creiddylad held it carefully, keeping the cloth between the skin of her fingers and the bite of the iron. She dropped it into the cup quickly and I saw her wince with relief. Creiddylad returned to her throne, twisting one hand into the folds of her dress.

Gwyn rose. Behind us the dancers swirled to a standstill.

“I made a vow to these travellers. Now I shall keep it. I summon my court to bear witness.” His voice was suddenly incredibly loud, echoing across the pavilion like thunder.

The fae drifted towards us, forming a neat arc around the thrones. As they drew closer I felt cold pinpricks run up my arms and down the path of my spine. Most kept their eyes on their monarchs but a handful looked inquisitively at us, the sharp, inhuman symmetry of their faces making me shiver. Temperance shuffled closer to me and took my hand. I squeezed it tightly.

Gwyn said something in a language I did not understand and the servant holding the cup let it go. I jerked forward instinctively to catch it but it hovered in the air, as steady as if it rested on an invisible pillar.

Gwyn spoke again and though I still could not parse the words, the meaning became clear to me. The very sound of his words seemed to scorch the air, the white-hot heat of the midsummer sun rolled over me and the smell of cracked dry earth filled my lungs. The cup did not move but began to glow from within; the silver of the comb already beginning to melt.

I felt the warmth rolling off the goblet pushing down my throat with each breath, probing at the corners of my eyes and up my nose.

Sweat beaded on my forehead and trickled down my back before evaporating off in the next instant. My skin dried and began to crack. Gwyn stayed statue-still, his image blurring in my eyes through the haze of heat. I stole a look at Brackus. He was crouched over, hands covering his face as protection from the temperature.

Gwyn spoke again and the temperature rocketed. I could tell that I was only experiencing a fraction of the heat burning in the stirrup cup. The iron was starting to glow red and yellow, the sharp edges of the ingot beginning to blur. My throat was bone dry now, every inhalation sent fire into my chest. I held my breath, to try and prevent myself from cooking from the inside out.

Gwyn held out the alicorn, angling it above the chalice so that the spiralled end pointed down. It seemed impossibly fragile in his hand and I suddenly worried that it would shatter in the heat. I took a step towards the Lord of the Hunt. The earth beneath me was dead and burning hot to my bare feet. I felt my soles blister and pop. I moved forward, wincing each time I brought my feet down. The heat was all around me, catching at my clothes, at my eyelashes.

Before I could reach him Gwyn brought the horn down, plunging it into the stirrup cup. Not a drop of metal spilled onto his hand but I could tell the effort to keep holding the alicorn was immense. A trail of sweat dribbled down his left temple, and he gritted his teeth. Creiddylad moved to his side, reaching up to place a hand on his shoulder. He stiffened with new resolve and I saw his knuckles tighten around the alicorn.

Finally, when I thought my throat would catch fire from the heat, Gwyn groaned and withdrew the alicorn. It glowed in his hand, the metal too bright to look at directly. Creiddylad whispered a word of banishment and the heat fled in a whooshing wave.

The servant appeared again, dragging a tall wooden barrel that sloshed with water. The part of my mind that hadn’t burnt out in the heat wondered how he had kept it cool. Gwyn stepped forward and dipped the alicorn into the bath. He moved back as steam erupted in clouds, flowing over the edge of the tub.

There was silence for a moment as the court collectively caught its breath. Gwyn picked up the stirrup cup from the air and handed it back to the servant. Creiddylad whispered something in his ear and he smiled down at her.

“Well,” he said, turning back to us. “It should be cool enough to retrieve.”

I eyed the steaming barrel doubtfully. Temperance and Brackus seemed similarly disinclined to stick their hands in it.

“Go on,” said Creiddylad, “I promise it’ll be quite cool.”

The three of us exchanged looks and then Temperance moved hesitantly towards the barrel. It came up to her chest and for a moment her head and shoulders vanished behind the billowing steam. She leaned over the edge, submerging her arm up to her shoulder in the bubbling water. An unnameable expression fluttered over her face and she leaned in, the unicorn horn clutched in her hand.

It was thicker than before; the metal had moulded to every curve and swell of the spiral. The dull grey of the iron had changed, infused with the glimmer of the elf silver, so that the whole length shimmered like a dark pearl. Temperance tilted it at an angle and I saw that the whorls of the spiral had sharpened into razor edges, twisting down into a needle-fine point.

My eyes flickered from the newly forged dagger to Temperance’s face. She was still looking at the blade, mouth slightly open in wonder. Brackus moved closer to me. I wondered if he too could feel the force of the weapon Temperance was holding. It wasn’t malevolent as such, but the strength of it was palpable. For a moment longer we hesitated, then Temperance lowered the dagger and stepped towards us.

“Here, Jenny, hold it,” she said, offering me the hilt end. “You won’t believe how strong it makes you feel.”

I touched the edge of the alicorn. The iron sparked at my fingers and I drew my hand back.

“I think you’d better keep hold of that,” said Brackus to Temperance. I nodded.

“It is not a weapon for fae hands,” Gwyn rumbled when Temperance looked as if she might protest. “Keep that safe, little witch. Should you succeed in banishing the Erl King it would be wise not to leave it lying about.”

Temperance nodded slowly. “Should I bring it back to you?”

Gwyn laughed delightedly, “Why no! All your efforts deserve some reward and who knows if the Erl King will be the last dark force you or your descendants must face. They say Sir Bedivere threw Arthur’s sword into a lake when the king died. Maybe your friend Jenny can keep it for you in her pond.”

I wrinkled my nose at his description of my beautiful lake as a pond, but a warning look from Brackus convinced me to let it slide. Gwyn sat back on his carved chair and accepted a cup of wine from his servant.

Creiddylad stepped forward with the cloth she had taken the iron from. She began to wind it around the length of the alicorn, covering the dagger completely, fastening it with a ribbon from her wrist. She turned back to Temperance.

“You have everything you need. We will wish you speed on your journey.”

Creiddylad snapped her fingers and I felt the satchel at my side fill up with supplies.

She turned to Brackus.

“Master Marsh, it has been a pleasure.”

Brackus made a deep bow. Creiddylad smiled at him and raised him up, kissing him on both cheeks.

“I do not think we will meet again. Be well, Master Marsh.”

Brackus smiled at her but there were tears in his eyes.

“My world will be a darker place without you in it, my lady,” he said. She laid a hand on his cheek.

“You must find a new light then. It would sadden me greatly to think of you in the darkness.” He nodded before stepping back.

Creiddylad looked at me. I met her gaze straight on and held out my hand. She took it and shook it warmly.

“Jenny Greenteeth. I have known many of your kind, and you remind me of the best of them.” She gripped my hand. “Yet in other ways you are unique. There is something about you, Jenny…” She trailed off. “Regardless, I am glad to have met you. I hope you find your peace.”

“Lady Creiddylad,” I said, rising to stop her from leaving.

“What is it, Jenny?”

“Do you really think we have a chance? Against the Erl King?”

The queen looked up to where Gwyn sat, twisting a ring on his left hand.

“Truthfully I do not know. He is an ancient and wicked foe,” Gwyn said. “That dagger can cast him out. But that does not mean it is a certainty that you will have that opportunity. He may destroy you before you get close enough.”

Creiddylad smiled. “You three are formidable too, though. You have met every challenge and conquered it. There is something about you; the witch, the hag and the goblin. By rights you should have killed each other after a day on the road but you joined together as one. You made it to our court by the Wild Roads and then returned three times. You caught the Twrch Trwyth and bound him to your will. You travelled under the hill and surfaced blessed with star iron. You found the last unicorns and they offered you a horn.”

“There is some hope then?” I asked.

“You remember what I said the first time we met, Jenny? There is always hope.”







[image: image]Chapter Eighteen

We camped half a mile back from the crest of the hill. The waxing moon hung yellow in the sky above us, a rising reminder that the full moon of midsummer was only days away.

Temperance fell asleep still holding the alicorn dagger, wrapped in the fabric of the high fae. Brackus lit his customary dark fire and sat down beside it. He retrieved some of the bread from Creiddylad’s fresh supplies and began to toast slices on the flames. I moved next to him, accepting alternate bits of toast and fending off Cavall who had an incredible sense of entitlement to other people’s food.

Brackus snickered as I lost my second slice to the sneaking dog.

“You’ll have to be faster than that when we set off tomorrow,” he said as he dodged Cavall. “The Erl King might be even more of a challenge than a hungry dog.”

“It’s all good training,” I grumbled, aiming a fake kick at Cavall. “Besides, I don’t think we can distract the Erl King with toast.”

Cavall retreated, his tail wagging, his prize clamped in his jaws. Brackus’s smile faded.

“Do you think we’re ready?”

“Can you be ready for something like this? If we all make it to Chipping Appleby without chickening out then I’ll consider that a win. Frankly, Brackus, I didn’t think you would make it this far. I wasn’t sure I would, for that matter.”

“Well, there’s not much for me to lose these days,” Brackus said, shuffling his feet closer to the fire. “I’ll admit though, when we were under the hill in Wales and saw that vision of the Erl King, that was almost enough to make me want to give up.”

I shuddered. “I remember. It felt just like seeing him in the parsonage. I wonder if he could tell where we were.”

“Do you think he knows we’re coming back for him?”

“Yes.” I looked over at where Temperance was sleeping. “I think he knows. I think he knew the moment I saw him in the parsonage all those months ago. That’s why he let me go so easily. I think he’s toying with us, letting us entertain him.”

“He doesn’t think he can be beaten?” Brackus asked.

I frowned considering. “It’s hard to tell. I’ve never heard of him being defeated before. He’s certainly not afraid of us, though he took the trouble to try and eliminate Temperance before she discovered what he was.”

“Even if he doesn’t think we can win, Gwyn and Lady Creiddylad do,” said Brackus.

“You know how I hate to put my faith in the high fae.” I said, sticking my nose in the air. He grinned at me.

“Sadly, Jenny, on this occasion I don’t think you have much choice.”

We were quiet for a while before I spoke again.

“Brackus?”

“Hmm?”

“I’ve been thinking…”

“You want to be careful overheating your brain after today,” he said, grinning.

“I’m serious. I want to talk about Temperance.”

“Go ahead.”

“I know she wants to be the one to cut down the Erl King. I think that’s a good plan. But we need to make sure she gets that far.”

Brackus gave me a hard look. “What are you asking me, Jenny?”

“I’m saying that even if we bring him down, odds are that we won’t all be walking away. Temperance is young, she has a family. If it comes to it, I’ll put her life before my own.”

“Are you asking me to do the same?”

I swallowed and met his gaze. “No, I’m asking you to protect her first, to choose her before me if it comes down to it.”

He looked over at where the witch was sleeping. Temperance was curled up around Cavall, the pair of them snoring gently.

“You value your life so little?” he asked.

I smiled at him. “I value my life a great deal. These last months, travelling with you both, I feel young again. I want to live, want to go back to my lake and tend to it. I want to see more of this country while I still can. I want to buy trinkets from you and argue over the cost. I want to sit and talk to you about Little Jenny and remember the good times I had with her. I want to meet Temperance’s children and tell them the old stories the humans have forgotten.

“I know now, the person I am, and the person I want to be. Part of that is fulfilling this quest, whatever it takes, whatever the cost.”

Brackus rubbed his forehead, “You want to slay a dragon and save a damsel?”

“I do. Promise me, Brackus.”

He sighed deeply. “I promise, Jenny. But you must promise me to fight, not to throw your life away either. You’re one of the few friends I have left, not to mention a loyal customer.”

I reached out a hand to him. “It’s a deal.”

We shook and I grinned at his glum face. “Cheer up,” I said. “Most likely we’ll all die, then you won’t have to worry about business any more.”

“There’s the bright side I’ve been missing, Jenny,” Brackus muttered.

I sighed and lay down on the ground, drawing my cloak tightly around me. My mind wandered to the lake, less than a day’s walk from where I lay. I longed to be back in the water, to twist through the shoaling fish and ride along the currents. I drifted off to thoughts of green water.

We decided to camp on Cleeve Hill for another night and spent the day going over strategy. Temperance had never wielded a knife in anger before and Brackus drilled her in a few basic manoeuvres. We agreed to go in just after sunrise on the solstice, early enough that the Erl King’s human body would be sleeping.

“I’m not sure if he will truly be weaker during the day than at night,” Brackus panted, as he dodged a wild blow from Temperance, “but since it doesn’t matter to us we may as well take the chance.”

“Very well,” I said, moving out of the way of Temperance’s flailing arm. “So let’s review the plan in total.”

“Again?” groaned Temperance.

“Yes, it’s important,” I snapped. I settled back into my seat and began again.

“We leave here tomorrow night, taking the road north to Winchcombe, which we should reach about midnight. From there we turn east, aiming to walk into Chipping Appleby at dawn. No one should be out on the streets, but Brackus will glamour you and me, Temperance, so that no one can recognise us.”

“Or the pitchfork gang will be after us,” said Brackus under his breath. I ignored him.

“We will proceed directly to the parsonage, which is the first house past the church. It’s a two-room cottage and the parson will be sleeping in the second room. We will creep in, as quietly as possible. Then you, Temperance, will stab him in the heart.”

Temperance nodded and wiped the sweat from her eyelashes.

“I’ll give him this,” she stabbed the air, “and that!”

“Very good,” said Brackus. “It is a little harder to stab someone corporeal but you get the idea.”

“I’m sure it’s much more satisfying too.” Temperance wheeled and thrust her eating knife dramatically into the air.

“That’s one way of looking at it.” Brackus turned back to me. “What about after we’ve defeated the Erl King?”

“Wine, revelry and song,” I said. “What else?”

“I mean,” he added, “what are you going to do when you’ve just stabbed the parson to death and the village still thinks Temperance is a witch?”

I paused to consider this. “Maybe the influence of the Erl King will go away when we banish him. If not we can do the memory spell again.”

“And the dead parson?”

“Maybe he won’t die?” said Temperance hopefully. “Maybe once we burn the Erl King out he’ll be human again.”

“Isn’t that wishful thinking? You’ll still have stabbed him in the chest,” I asked.

“Yes, but I still don’t want to kill anyone I don’t have to. Maybe I can try to heal him once the Erl King goes.” Temperance made another darting stab with her dagger. “If not we can bury him in the woods.”

“Very well,” I said, glancing at Brackus who shrugged.

None of us slept well that night. I spent most of the few hours of darkness staring up at the stars. I had spent thousands of summer evenings like this looking up at the same sky. Some with Little Jenny, some with my own mother, now both long dead. Mostly I had spent them alone with only the inhabitants of my lake for company. I thought about those numberless nights and was glad to have Temperance and Brackus with me for what might be the last one.

The morning dawned hot and humid. The long sunlight hours dragged endlessly and we eventually set off a few hours before dusk. The road to Winchcombe wound through the edges of the Cotswold hills. The moon, almost full, rose to cast a silvery light as we walked. Cavall bounded up and down the slopes chasing rabbits and foxes. Bats swooped overhead hunting the flying insects that filled the air. Occasionally I would hear the soft thrum of wings as an owl swooped down on a mouse.

The light of the moon was strong enough that even Temperance could see her way without tripping. We walked together in silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts.

I anticipated using only my nails and teeth on the Erl King if it came to a fight. Perhaps the sword would be useful too. I glanced at the others as we reached the outskirts of Winchcombe. The silver dagger was tucked neatly into Temperance’s satchel. I had no idea what Brackus planned on using as a weapon. I had never even heard of goblins fighting. I hoped for my friend’s sake that he had some experience.

Cavall came back to our heels as soon as we turned east towards Chipping Appleby. I patted the back of his head and he whined softly.

Half a mile out from Chipping Appleby fine threads of light began to filter through the trees in the east. The coming of the dawn soothed my fractious mind. Around me I could sense the familiar signs of home. To the north of the road the Caerlee was bubbling happily away as it tumbled towards my lake. The song thrushes and blackbirds began to sing as the daylight reached their roosting places, joined soon after by nightingales and robins. The smells of the forest filled my chest as I breathed in the cool morning air, sweet and fresh. I could hear the scurrying of voles and other small creatures in the undergrowth, and in the distance the bark of a fox. A fine veil of dew coated the leaves of the trees and sparkled on the delicate spiders’ webs strung between them.

I was still glamoured as a human but we didn’t pass anyone on the road. That was strange. Even at this hour I would have expected to see someone: a farmer walking out to his fields, a messenger or merchant heading towards Tewkesbury. I wondered if it was a coincidence or a bad omen.

At the western edge of the village the road crossed the Caerlee. The river passed under an ancient stone bridge that had been old even when I had been new to the lake. It was built from large square blocks of rough-hewn limestone, glinting golden in the morning sunlight. Three arches supported the roadway above the glassy waters of the river. This was usually where I left the river if I was travelling north-west, up to where my daughter had lived.

We paused at the edge of the bridge.

“All right,” Brackus said, turning to Temperance and me. “Is everyone ready? Temperance, you should take out your dagger now and I can glamour it to look like a trowel.”

He put his pack down and dug around inside it. He withdrew two long knives, each single-edged and wickedly sharp. He muttered something over them and a shimmer ran up and down each one as the glamour took hold. Temperance handed over her dagger and the goblin repeated the charm.

Temperance took the dagger back and held it in her left hand, feeling the weight of it. She passed it to her right and gripped it tight.

Brackus glanced at me. “Are you ready, Jenny?”

I nodded, patting Cavall at my side.

Brackus straightened and brushed down his jacket, his hands adjusting the buttons and braid. Temperance unwound a ribbon from her wrist and tied her hair back.

“Whatever happens,” she said, looking at Brackus, “please know that I am forever grateful for your help. It is an honour to have been on this quest with you.”

Brackus swept into a bow. “Likewise, Mistress Crump.”

Temperance turned to me. “Jenny…” She faltered and I saw tears gleaming in her eyes. “You saved my life the first time we met. Since then, you have been the truest friend I have ever known. I…” She broke off and threw her arms around me.

I felt my eyesight blurring and nodded dumbly, patting her on the back. Her dark hair tickled my nose but I managed not to sneeze.

Temperance let go and smiled at me.

“Let’s go show this pastor whose village he has been messing with,” she grinned. Brackus and I laughed.

“Lead on then, Captain!” I said.

Temperance squared her shoulders and stepped onto the bridge. Brackus and I followed close behind her. As I drew closer to the lake I could feel its strength flooding back to me. I realised how weak I had been since I had left, that I had been tired and thirsty for months. I longed to step off the bridge and jump into the cool waters, to feel the sweet touch of the currents dancing over my arms and legs, combing through my hair.

I focused my eyes to the front, following Temperance as she crossed the bridge and walked towards the edge of the village. I pulled strength from the lake, walking upright and proud. On my left, Brackus was nervous, casting twitchy glances into the fields and gardens on either side.

The first few houses were on the left of the road. Each of them was closed up, the shutters still drawn down for the night; the only sign of life a handful of scraggly chickens picking in the dirt. Temperance paused to peer at the second house but hurried on.

We passed through the edge of the village into the centre. There were cottages on both sides now, cutting off a lateral retreat. The cobbled streets were empty, the only sound that of our own footsteps echoing back at us. It seemed too quiet to my ears, but I had never been in Chipping Appleby at this time of day. I glanced at Temperance, but she seemed unfazed, her eyes looking straight ahead, her left hand wrapped in the fold of her dress where she had hidden the alicorn dagger.

The church appeared on the left, the limestone walls gleaming golden in the early morning light. The graveyard surrounding it looked more unkempt than I remembered. The grass had grown long around the mossy headstones, and the stony path that wound to the church door was thorny with weeds.

I thought it was strange that the parson the Erl King was pretending to be had let that slide but I had no time to pursue that thought because we were outside the parsonage.

Temperance paused long enough to check that we were still at her side. Satisfied, she approached the door. It was broad and sturdy, built from oak timbers and fastened by a heavy iron latch. She muttered something under her breath and ran a hand over the door then snatched it away as if removing a charm. She nodded at us and then lifted the latch and opened the door.

It swung open on silent hinges, revealing a dark room within. I put a hand on Temperance’s shoulder and stepped past her, my bare feet quiet on the stone floor of the cottage. My eyes saw through the darkness of the interior. The room was much the same as I had seen it last. The ashes of a fire lay cold in the grate. An abandoned meal sat on the wooden table, leather boots kicked off and left untidily at the foot of a chair. I closed my eyes and listened.

The uneven rattling breath was coming from the next room. I could hear the sluggish heartbeat pumping blood. It sounded like the parson’s body was asleep. No other signs of life were present in the cottage, not even the minute thrum of a mouse’s heart.

I beckoned to the others and they stepped cautiously into the house. Brackus had drawn his long knives and held them out in front of him. Temperance was clutching the alicorn dagger, her knuckles white around the pearlescent hilt. They moved carefully towards me and I pointed at the bedroom.

It was even darker in the next room, and I could tell Temperance and Brackus were struggling to see. I wished for my wisplight lantern and walked into the room so my body wouldn’t block the thin bands of light peeking through the window shutters.

The Erl King lay on a four-poster bed in the middle of the room. Linen drapes cast black shadows across his face, but I could tell it was the same man I had seen months ago, first at the edge of the lake, then in this very house. He seemed smaller now, wearing a faded nightshirt. Dark hair, longer since the last time I had seen him, was spread out across the pillow, and his thin mouth was relaxed in sleep.

The old rot filled my lungs, the oozy, bitter blackness rose up around me once again. I fought the urge to scream and run; the creeping wrongness of the sensation was nauseating. I froze, wrestling for control of myself. For a moment I wasn’t sure if I could manage it, but I held my breath, trying to fill my head with cleaner thoughts. I set my shoulders and planted my feet firmly on the ground.

Brackus followed me, raising his knives defensively. I turned and beckoned to Temperance.

She stepped forward, placing each footfall carefully so as not to trip over anything in the darkness. I met her eyes and nodded. Temperance circled the bed, hand still clenched around the dagger. Outside the shuttered window I could hear the wind start to pick up, whistling through the gaps in the rafters.

Temperance stopped, leaning over the sleeping body of the Erl King. She held up the dagger. I could see every edge, every curve of the alicorn. She angled the blade so that it hovered directly over his chest, her arms steady and true.

I felt the wrongness again, but it was different this time. It wasn’t just the innate horror of the Erl King, it was something else. It felt almost… familiar. I remembered back to the night I had first seen the parson for what he was. I concentrated hard, shutting my eyes and bringing back the sensation of the rain, the cold wind blowing me against the stony wall of the cottage.

I had been looking at the parson, sure that he did not know I was there. I had felt safe, secure in my power and my abilities. I had been wrong then.

I opened my mouth to protest just as Temperance brought the dagger down. She was fast, moving so quickly that the knife was a grey blur. She struck down towards the heart of the Erl King then gasped.

Her hand hovered above his chest, unmoving in the still air. She tried again, but now her hand wouldn’t even rise again to strike.

“What is it?” I whispered, confused. She shook her head, baffled and scared.

“My hand is frozen,” she muttered.

“Something’s wrong,” I said, rushing forward to help her retrieve the alicorn. “I don’t know what, but something is wrong here.”

Temperance looked at me, eyes wide and scared.

“Jenny,” she said, “what…”

Her hand suddenly opened and the dagger fell. Another hand rose to snatch it from the air. The Erl King smiled up at us.

“Thank you, Temperance, I was looking for that.”

A rumble like a stamping giant blasted through the room. The posts of the bed shook and the floor quaked beneath my feet. I scrambled forward to pull Temperance out of the way as one of the rafters dislodged from the ceiling. The heavy pine beam fell to the floor right where she had been standing. Brackus skittered backwards as the whole room shivered and broke apart.

My vision blurred and fractured, all the heat vanishing from the room. I fought to stay upright, one arm holding Temperance so she wouldn’t fall. I could no longer see Brackus or the Erl King.

Laughter shook the walls around us, low and harsh. I lashed out with the arm that wasn’t holding onto Temperance, swinging wildly at nothingness.

“Well, aren’t we bold,” said the laughing voice.

I spun to see where it was coming from but it seemed to echo from all around us. Something ran into my side and I almost struck it before registering the buttons and braid.

“Brackus,” I snapped, yanking him towards us.

“Jenny, Temperance,” he said, his voice high with fright. “Can you see anything?”

I was about to answer when the low voice laughed again, and I heard the sound of hands clapping.

My eyesight stabilised. The bedroom and the cottage were gone, the illusion wiped clean from my mind. The three of us were standing in a wide empty barn. Filthy straw clogged the ground and grey sky leaked through holes in the roof.

A figure shimmered into view directly in front of us. The Erl King smiled, stretching the parson’s face into a rictus grin.

Temperance recoiled so fast that her foot twisted in the straw and she sprawled to the ground. She stared at her right hand. Long black scratches were blooming on the skin, smelling of rotten flesh. I watched the Erl King’s glamour peel away from her like a snakeskin and knew I must be similarly revealed.

The Erl King laughed again and sent a wave of putrefaction washing over us. I gagged, bending over at the waist from the smell.

“Give up, Mistress Crump, Master Marsh, Jenny Greenteeth. Yes, I know your names. I knew you were coming even before I saw you under the hill. Thank you for waiting there for me. It took a while to find my way through the star’s labyrinth of dreams. If you had left any sooner I wouldn’t have been able to mark you.”

He gestured at the scratches on Temperance’s hand. “The mind of this parson is full of all sorts of useful notions. What is that his Bible says? ‘Do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing.’ Charming thought. It is only seemly that I should help you back to the path of the righteous.”

The Erl King snapped his fingers and a pair of human men appeared at the doorway.

“It seems that the old witch we thought we had drowned has returned. Escort her back to her old cell, would you?”

His voice was measured and polite but the whiplike air of authority cut behind every word. The men rushed to obey his orders.

Brackus ran to Temperance’s side, brandishing his long knives. I stepped between Temperance and the humans, keeping my eyes on the Erl King. I stole a look at the two human men and snarled, rippling my lips back from rows of scythe-sharp teeth.

“Get back,” I hissed, infusing each syllable with all the malevolence I had buried for months.

They hesitated but kept moving. The urge to obey was clearly stronger than the threat of my fangs. I squared up, ready to take them on. Behind me Brackus had helped Temperance up and they came up to cover my flanks. Temperance was shaking but had conjured a pillar of fire in her left hand, while Brackus still held his knives, Cavall snarling at his side.

I pushed down the nausea and took a step forward. I dodged around the humans and scrambled forward on my hands and feet. I got within a few yards of the Erl King when all the strength sapped from my body. I fell to the ground, unable to move. It felt like death, like all the life in me had faded, been snatched away. The only senses left to me were sight and sound.

Footsteps came up behind me and a boot in my side rolled me over. Temperance and Brackus lay on the ground, equally pale and motionless. The Erl King smiled mirthlessly down at me.

“None of that, Jenny,” he said. “Now I know we’re going to be friends. You can expect a visit from me later—”

His voice cut off. Cavall had launched himself across the barn, burying his teeth in the parson’s throat. He shook his head to and fro, trying to tear out chunks of flesh. The Erl King screeched and grabbed the hound by the scruff. He ripped Cavall away from his throat, lumps of bloody gore going with him.

He screamed, the sound warped through the tattered fragments of his neck, as the dog snapped at him. As I watched the flesh of his throat was already knitting itself back together. He grabbed at the alicorn dagger. “Wretched hound!” the Erl King roared, spearing Cavall through the chest.

As the blade pierced him, Cavall went limp. I heard Temperance screaming as I watched in shock. The Erl King withdrew the dagger, wiping it on his side as the dog fell to the ground. I tried to reach out, to stroke the soft fur, but my limbs still refused to obey me. Cavall looked at me, pain in his eyes, and whined. I heard a distant hunting bugle, calling low and sweet and insistent. Cavall raised his head and then he was gone, leaving only the crackle of magic and the faint echo of the fae horns that had called him home.

The Erl King snapped his fingers again and someone grabbed at my feet, dragging me out of the barn. The weakness in my body persisted as I was heaved through the village. My escort paused outside another cottage, fumbling with the entrance to a cellar. He opened the doors and kicked me in. I fell awkwardly, registering the impact but feeling no pain. The cellar doors slammed above me and I was left alone in the dark.
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I came to when the fine rays of light filtering through the planks of the cellar turned from yellow to red. The strength in my legs was coming back and I managed to pull myself upright. I peered through one of the gaps. The village was bathed in the rich orange light of a sunset. A handful of human villagers wandered along the streets: an elderly woman carrying a bucket from the well, a pair of children running past her and giggling. It all looked surprisingly normal: no broken-down buildings or kitchen gardens left fallow.

I inched a little closer to the planks, pressing my face against the spyhole. I couldn’t see any trace of where Temperance or Brackus might have been taken. I watched the old woman vanish around the back of one of the cottages, thinking hard. Should I make a run for it? Head for the lake and swim downstream, putting Chipping Appleby behind me? No. I had come too far for that now. Then what to do? The alicorn knife was now in the hands of the Erl King, along with the last of our hopes. Months of preparation, of hoping against hope. Blood, sweat and tears and all of it for nothing. He had overpowered the three of us without seeming to try.

I thought of the Erl King kissing Temperance’s hand in the dream that had not been a dream, the deep scratches that had vanished when we woke up. She had told me afterwards it had felt real. I should have listened to her, pushed past my own shame at having taken Brackus and left. Even now the Erl King’s poison was coiling in her hand.

The red sun was sinking further to the west, shooting out its dying scarlet beams of light to silhouette the houses and trees. Last-chance territory, I thought, we’re in the end of days. Can’t go back, can only go forward.

I’d start by trying to find the others, scope out the lie of the land. The Erl King hadn’t killed me yet. He must have some purpose, some need for a creature like myself. Maybe that need, whatever it was, could be turned against him. I was down but I wasn’t out of the fight just yet.

I stepped away and began by checking over myself. No cuts or bruises anywhere on my arms or legs. I ran a hand over my head, probing for a lump where I had hit the floor. Nothing. Now that I had been standing up for a while, I realised how strong I felt; the old power of the lake was seeping back into my muscles, into the marrow of my bones. My eyesight was sharper, even my sense of smell seemed more acute. I noticed all of this and put it away in my head to think about. My renewed proximity to my lake hadn’t saved me from the Erl King’s illusions, and I wasn’t going to trust my eyes until I’d put him in the ground.

I headed to the door and paused, my hand hovering just above the wood. I was neither glamoured nor cloaked. Then I pushed the heavy timbers, snapping the rusty deadbolt, and stepped out into the last light of the evening. I wasn’t going to hide who I was any more.

The grass was warm and dry under my feet as I padded forward. The barn from last night was the closest building so I slipped in through a side door. I looked around for my pack, for anything dropped by my friends, but the barn was empty. In the centre where Cavall had fallen, there was only bloodstained straw. I crouched down and touched the ground. I remembered Creiddylad telling me his life was bound to the Wild Hunt. He’d been recalled to the Court and I knew there would be no more help coming from the high fae. We were truly alone.

I would miss him though; I’d miss him pushing his nose into whatever I was eating and sneaking up on me and making me jump. I’d never had much time for dogs before, but he’d been a good one and there was a gap in my chest that he’d wriggled his way into that felt empty now. He was safe and far away from here and that would have to do.

Pushing the thoughts of Cavall away, I left the barn. I headed south, towards the centre of the village. I walked straight-backed and proud down the middle of the road. I took a sharp left almost without noticing and found myself walking on grass again, heading down towards the shores of my lake.

Only the very embers of the daylight remained, edging the reeds in gold. The water was smooth and still and so very beautiful I caught my breath. I hurried forward, almost tripping in my haste and ran in up to my shins. The lake was cool and refreshing. I bent down to trail my fingers through the lily pads and frogbit. For a moment I forgot everything else but joy at the familiar sensation.

Someone coughed behind me. I stopped, every muscle tensing.

“I am pleased to see you, Jenny. You must have missed your lake.” The Erl King’s voice was silky as the evening breeze which carried it over to me. I straightened up, still looking out over the still waters.

“A great deal,” I said, turning to face my enemy. The Erl King still wore the body of the parson, a small and neat man. He was a few inches shorter than me but from where he stood on the bank our eyes were the same level.

“I hope you are satisfied that I have kept it well for you.” He inclined the parson’s face slightly towards the lake. “I hear that you have always been particular in that regard.”

“It looks well from what I see.” My gaze flitted to the parson’s hands. “But I no longer entirely trust what my eyes tell me.”

The Erl King smiled at me. His parson’s face seemed unused to the expression.

“You’re a quick learner, Jenny.” He reached out a hand and beckoned me closer to him. I moved forward before my head registered the gesture. I wrested back control just as my fingers were hovering above his.

“Go on, Jenny,” he said, and I found myself resting my hand in his palm. He gripped it tight and I turned back to look at the lake.

It really did look the same; I could sense the fish swimming below the surface, the water circulating from the west to the east. I let out a long slow breath. The Erl King’s hand tightened on mine and he pulled me back to face him. The placid expression of the parson was gone, replaced by dark burning eyes and a twisted smile. Teeth glinted white as bone and the sense of putrefaction was all around me. I cringed backwards but the Erl King held me fast.

“Eyes open, Jenny,” he hissed, his voice a death rattle. “This time you will not run.”

I forced my breathing to slow, to quieten the thumping of my rabbit heart. I opened my eyes and met his gaze, as steadily as I could. He grinned horribly at me.

“Such courage from a little naiad, Jenny. I confess I had not expected it. The Rhinemaidens fled from my path when I crossed over their river and even the old fathers of the Tigris could not stand against me in the old days of their majesty. Yet you, a low sprite from the merest drizzling creek in some backwoods island.” He tightened his grip, nails digging into my skin. “Where did you find that spirit, Jenny?”

I hated hearing my name in his mouth, my mother’s name, my daughter’s name, but I tried not to flinch.

“This is my place,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “You came to my place and started threatening my people.”

“Your people, Jenny? From what I hear you’ve been terrorising this village longer than me.”

“Hear from who?” I shot back.

“Your tinker friend and I have been having a most productive conversation.” The Erl King smiled again. “The witch hasn’t been quite so chatty but perhaps you can bring her around.”

There was something wrong around his eyes; the skin was slipping a little, revealing the scarlet flesh beneath. I blinked hard and clenched my spare fist to keep it by my side.

“Have you hurt them?” I hissed.

“Now why should I do that, Jenny?” he tutted. “The pursuit of pain has never been a vice of mine. The inevitable end result of pain, perhaps, but the process… It has always seemed unnecessarily messy to me.”

“You swear they have not been harmed?” I pressed, taking a step forward despite myself.

“Well, not at my request. They may have incurred a few minor injuries. There was, I believe, a scuffle.”

He pronounced “scuffle” with amusement, wrinkling his nose to spit out the word and smirked at me. I felt my nails begin to dig into my palm and forced myself to loosen my fist.

“I need to see them.”

“Don’t believe me? I never lie, Jenny. Isn’t that part of my legend? Lying is a mortal defect, for humans and low fae such as yourself.” The Erl King raised a finger and prodded at the loose skin under his eyes. “You may see them later if you like. Once we have finished this conversation you may go where you will.”

I snorted. “You’d let me go free?”

“You are no threat to me, Jenny. I have no wish to confine you.” He let go of my hand and waved behind me towards the lake. “When first we sparred, right here at the water’s edge, you could match my strength, but I was weak then. Now I could knock you aside without a pause. I already have.”

He smiled in a way that he clearly thought benevolent and flourished his left hand. The alicorn knife appeared in his grip. I lunged for it, intent on stabbing it into his smug face but he only laughed and skipped back.

“Steady, Jenny! And we were having such a nice chat.” The Erl King pointed the dagger at me and I felt my legs go weak again, the strength draining from me.

“It’s a powerful little trinket, this knife,” he said, tilting it slightly. “You could do some damage with this. Maybe not kill me entirely but certainly cast me out of this mortal form and knock me out of the game for a few generations.”

“What game?” I snarled, teetering a little on feet that were going numb.

“The Game, Jenny. Dark versus light. Life, growth, sunshine and flowers on one side, and on the other?” He grinned horribly, the parson’s face almost totally lost now. “Me. And you for that matter. All the dark things that crawl and kill and rot. That’s why you’re here having this conversation with me, because you and I, we are alike.”

I recoiled so violently that I tripped over and splashed down in the shallow waters of the lake.

“I’m nothing like you. I’m here to fight you,” I said, filling my tone with as much vehemence as I could summon.

The Erl King squatted down before me.

“Killing comes naturally to you, doesn’t it? Even now you’re thinking about how to kill me. Is that a naturally ‘good’ aspect of your personality, do you think? Come now, there is no one else here to deceive. Perhaps you thought you could play at being good for a while, perhaps you even convinced your friends. But we both know that they’ll never fully trust you.” I flinched at that and he winked at me. “And they’d be fools to. You are what you are, what you were made to be.”

“I know who I am,” I shot back, scrambling for a response. “I might not be perfect but I’m nothing like you. I’m not good but I’m not all the way bad.”

The Erl King laughed again and stood up.

“Who told you that? A half-rotten apple is a rotten apple. Things are either one thing or another. Don’t be so picky, Jenny. We all must be as we are made. Come, walk with me.” He turned and began to head up the slope. I scrambled to my feet and followed, warily keeping myself between him and my lake. It was darker now, the sun having slipped beyond the western woods. But my eyes could still see the path of the Erl King as he walked around the lake, heading towards the eastern banks.

“When we first met, Jenny, I’ll own that I was not at my best. Your witch friend’s survival and subsequent memory spell came as rather a shock to me. I was vaguely aware that there was something in the lake, but I had assumed that it was merely a nixie. The idea that something like yourself was living there had not occurred to me. Still more of a surprise was that you had not eaten the witch.”

He paused to allow me to catch up, “She wasn’t to your taste, eh?” He grinned, starlight glinting on bone-white teeth, then carried on.

“When I found myself fending off an unexpectedly powerful bit of magic with the same flavour as the hedge witch, I was rather confused. I threw my own strength at it, would have extinguished her power totally, had you not covered her with your water magic. Then the pair of you vanished.

“I knew you were up to something when I sensed you under the hill. I knew you would return, having cooked up some scheme.”

He bent to pick up a pebble and skimmed it across the lake. “I was pleased to see you again.”

“Why? Why would you want me to come back?” I asked, watching the ripples die away. “To bring back Temperance?”

“The hedge witch?” The Erl King scoffed. “I hardly think so; that one knows nothing of her heritage. The humans here have lost all connection to the land. No, I need someone who has been here longer than anyone. Someone who knows the secrets this village holds.”

I frowned at him. “Chipping Appleby? It’s a bend in the road. It’s never been important to anyone who doesn’t live here.”

“Don’t play dumb, Jenny,” he snapped. “If it is so insignificant then why would I be here? Why would you be here? One of the last Jenny Greenteeths in the country. Do you think you survived this long by chance? Your hedge witch friend, do you think they all have that kind of raw power? Even your little goblin assistant, do you think he returned here so often out of friendship?”

I shrank back and he laughed at me.

“Your Chipping Appleby is a seat of power. One that has been carefully removed from the histories and myths to keep its secrets safe. And you, Jenny Greenteeth, you are going to help me take that power.”

“Why would I do that?” I asked. “Even if what you’re saying is true, you’ve invaded my home, tried to kill my friends. Why would I ever do anything but spit in your face?”

“Because I can offer you something that they can’t.” The Erl King leaned in and grinned at me again, “Peace, prosperity and another daughter. One that won’t needlessly die young.”

My retort died in my throat. His word caught at my mind like a thorn.

“What do you mean ‘needlessly’?” I whispered.

“Well, with all the power of this place there’s no reason why you should keep all the benefits for yourself. I can show you how to divide it, to give both you and your new daughter all the power and long life you need; and when the time comes I can create another lake upstream for her.”

“I only have what the river brings me. It may never bring me another child,” I said, my voice rasping.

“Don’t humans breed like rabbits? I can bring you a dozen and you can take your pick.” He chuckled, “Why limit yourself to one? You can have all the daughters you want, a regular little family of Jennys, freed from want and age and death.”

I saw my daughter’s face in my head. I saw her duplicated, triplicated. A laughing family of happy, green-skinned girls smiling at me with their needle-sharp teeth. The image bit like a knife sliding between my ribs, straight to my heart.

“So, Jenny.” The Erl King had stopped and was standing, hands in his pockets. “What do you think? Will you stay here and help me with a few little things and buy the future you’ve always dreamed of? Or will you jump in the water and swim away?” He gestured to the end of the lake, where the Caerlee flowed east towards Oxford.

I took a step towards the water, eying him as I did so. He didn’t move.

“Go on, Jenny, it’s your choice. Family or lonely freedom.”

I took another step, dipping my toe into the edge of the lake. The Erl King stayed where he was. He was really willing to let me go.

I thought about the darkness in his eyes, the image of the rotting forest. I tried hard to picture Temperance and Brackus but their faces kept slipping away from me, replaced by my daughter’s, by the dream I had seen under the hill in Wales.

I turned back to the Erl King.

“What would I have to do?” I asked.

A human woman slid a pair of rough earthenware goblets onto the table and scuttled back, keeping a wary eye on me. From across the table the Erl King smirked and reached for one of the cups.

“Thank you, mistress,” he said to the woman who was now pressing herself to the wall as far as she could get from me.

“Yes, thank you,” I said, tilting my own cup in her direction before sipping. The wine was strong and well spiced. I ran the unusual flavours around my mouth before swallowing. The Erl King had brought me to a large house in the centre of the village. I had caught a glimpse of scared-looking children in the loft as I had been shown to my seat by the mistress of the house. A sturdy looking man I vaguely recognised had brought in an armful of neatly chopped wood and built up a fire before shepherding his children back out into the night. I wondered where they would stay now that their house was occupied.

“Do you like the wine, Jenny?” The Erl King’s voice scratched at my thoughts. I took another sip and nodded.

“Paltry stuff, but the mortals value it, and it is useful to demand that which they treasure.” He drained his cup and snapped his fingers. The woman detached herself from the wall and hurried to refill it. He caught her arm as she tried to step away.

“Bring us another bottle.”

She trembled as he looked at her.

“Sir, there’s no more left. You’ve cleaned out the village.”

The Erl King tightened his grip and she winced in pain.

“I—I think there’s some communion wine somewhere,” she said, clearly trying not to stutter.

“There’s a good girl,” he said, releasing her arm. The woman fled the cottage.

“Well then,” he said, once the woman had gone. “I expect you must be longing to understand exactly what it is I am trying to accomplish here. I’m afraid that you must be patient with me; a life as long as mine must take a while to tell.

“I came into being many thousands of years ago, when a group of nomads broke off from their tribe and called a new god into being. For a long time I stayed there, fighting with the other spirits, accepting mortal sacrifices. The humans moved often and I moved with them, snapping at their heels with sickness and death to keep the offerings flowing. I had children, nine strong sons and nine dark daughters, creatures you would call high fae.

“As the nomads grew in number and strength they spread out, moving across the great eastern continent, through deserts, plains and ice forests. As they went I found myself splintering, losing aspects of myself with each group. Each fracture left me weaker than before and my children left one by one to follow their own peoples.

“Finally, I took my last daughter and headed towards the setting sun. We settled in a dark forest at the western end of the steppes and established ourselves in the minds of the people living there. For hundreds of years we strengthened our hold over the tribes, feeding on the sacrifices they gave to the woods, as well as the bloodshed from the constant fighting. My daughter grew strong in her own right and moved south, to establish her own place. Occasionally I would even reunite with my other children as they followed an invading horde west, but they would always return eventually, leaving the western forests bloodied and quiet.”

The Erl King paused and took another long draught of the wine. He regarded me over the brim of the cup.

“If everything was so wonderful in the forests, what are you doing here?” I asked.

“The magic began to die from the forests. I imagine you have seen it here, the fading of the mythic beasts, the ending of the old ways. It began in the heart of civilisation, in the cities of Samarkand and Baghdad, then spread out like lye in the rivers. When the dark forests grew silent, I knew it was time to leave.

“So I journeyed west, following the setting sun to the edge of civilisation. I had heard of your little tribal island, always war-torn and full of strange creatures. I knew that I could establish myself here, at the heart of the British magic. And here I am.”

“In Chipping Appleby?” I queried, surprised.

The Erl King grinned at me again. “You really don’t remember, do you? Chipping Appleby, such a sweet little name for a sweet little village. Chipping means market, did you know that? The market in the apple trees.”

I shrugged, nonplussed. The woods around the village were full of apple trees, though none of the mortals tended them any more. I even vaguely remembered hearing the old residents of the village using the word “chipping.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” I said, not sure where this was leading.

“The best place to hide something is in plain sight,” said the Erl King. “What better place to hide a place of great importance than a place of no importance. Can you think of nowhere that might be hidden?”

I frowned, still not understanding. Why was the Erl King so fixated on Chipping Appleby? The heart of British magic would be Avalon, but that had been lost for centuries.

My jaw dropped. Avalon. I remembered my old language now. Avalon, Abbalon. The isle of apple trees… A place hidden in plain sight.

“Avalon,” I whispered. The Erl King nodded gravely.

“Avalon is here, and therefore so am I.” He finished his goblet and put it down on the table, leaning towards me. “I am going to harness the power of Avalon. That is how I will establish my hold on this island and build my final kingdom. That is how I can grant you your heart’s desire.”

“What do you mean, establish your hold?” I asked, still reeling from his revelation.

“I mean, bring back the wild places, the low and high fae. Grasp the Wild Roads and tie them more closely to this realm. Rule as the new lord of the forests.” He looked at me. “Nothing that would upset a Jenny.”

“What about the mortals?”

“There will always be mortals. I shall bring them back to the old ways; blood sacrifices, castles and chieftains. This island at the edge of the world, how easily it can slip back into darkness. In a few dozen years no one on the continent will even remember it. Your witch will have to go, but others like her will spring up. Perhaps life will even be better for them.

“All I need from you is the centre of Avalon. At the crux point, the source of Britain, there is a well. It has been lost to time ever since Arthur found his rest there. He lies dreaming, surrounded by his knights. There I will make my sacrifice and draw night back across this land. So tell me, Jenny, do you know where it is? Will you show me?”

I swallowed hard, trying to think. That left the second question.

This whole fight had been doomed from the beginning, bringing nothing but blood and pain. We had been fools to think that we could defeat the Erl King by force of arms. I had been playing at being human, drifting away from who and what I really was. I wasn’t the hero of any story, certainly not this one.

I stared at the floor, thinking of Temperance and Brackus. There was nothing I could do for them now. I had to be sensible, to make the least bad choice, I just didn’t know what that was.

I thought of the journey across Britain, Gwyn’s fading court, the last Afanc, the dying unicorn. I remembered my daughter’s face.

In my mind I saw the future the Erl King had promised, tinged green and gold.

“Yes,” I said.
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I spent the night curled up in a corner of the room, a worn rag rug wrapped around my shoulders. I had known without asking that I would not be allowed back to the lake. For all the Erl King’s talk of a choice it was clear that he would not be letting me leave before I showed him the well. He remained in the chair, occasionally refilling his wine glass.

I lay on the floor, staring across the room into the hearth fire as it fell into dying embers. Memories of the old world were coming back to me. Much of what he had said to me was familiar, as if hearing the words had undone some mental lock, revealing hidden knowledge I had shuttered away.

I had come to Chipping Appleby a few years before the death of Arthur, when it had still been known as Avalon. I remembered the fight, the last battle of the civil war that had ended with his passing.

The exact details were still vague and shimmering in my mind but I remembered Merlin, that greatest of wizards. He had cast a spell that had removed all memory of Avalon’s previous incarnation, turning it into the small village it had been ever since. The knowledge of the heart of the kingdom had been washed from the fabric of the world, leaving even the high fae ignorant as to its whereabouts.

Now with the Erl King’s words it had returned. I probed back through my memories, like a tongue worrying at a loose tooth. I remembered standing at the well, remembered speaking with Merlin. Try as I might though, I could not think how to reach the place. Merlin’s words were achingly close, I could hear the rumbling voice, see the candlelight playing over his face.

I watched the last of the logs glow, and breathed in the bitter smell of woodsmoke while turning the uncovered memories over in my head. When I was not remembering the past I was worrying for the future. The Erl King was a being of true evil, but I sensed that he had been honest with me, to an extent. I tormented myself with doubts for hours but when the dawn light filtered through the shutters I could see no other path.

The new day was announced with a knock on the door from the burly man who had brought the logs yesterday. He came in, bearing a tray of scones. The Erl King dismissed him with a snap of his long fingers and began pushing the food into his mouth. As I stood up and wandered over he pointedly did not offer me one.

“So, Jenny,” he said, through a mouthful of pastry. “Any luck processing those memories of yours?”

“I almost have it,” I said, watching stray flakes flutter from his lips. “I remember knowing where it is. I think if I just walk around the village I might be able to find it.”

He shrugged and brushed away crumbs. “As you like. You may wander freely on open land but stay out of the water and the woods. My magic will restrict you if you try to leave without permission.”

I nodded. “What about my friends? I must have your word that they will be unharmed.”

The Erl King put down his plate. “The goblin will stay confined in the anchorage cells until you have completed your tasks. The witch, well…” He leaned back and looked at me. “The witch is another matter.”

A cold weight settled around my throat. “What do you mean?”

I snapped at him.

He smiled at me, “Well, I am a parson after all. I shall not suffer a witch to live. My village congregation would accept no less.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said, my heart beginning to pound. “You were the one who whipped them into that frenzy to begin with. You charmed them.”

“Only a little,” said the Erl King. “They were surprisingly easy to convince, even for humans. And that is beside the point. A witch born at Avalon is a threat that cannot be tolerated. She could disrupt my spell.”

“So keep her locked up! She couldn’t escape last time, she would have drowned if I hadn’t rescued her.”

“Which is exactly why we are having this conversation, Jenny.

You caused this mess, you will clean it up.”

I gaped at him. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that you are going to take your witch friend and throw her in the lake.” He held up a finger. “But this time there will be no rescue—you’re going to slit her pretty neck first. You’re going to do the job properly.”

“Absolutely not!” I hissed. “Temperance is my friend. I’m not going to kill her.”

“Either you can do it or I can do it myself; and I warn you, Jenny, if I have to do it then it won’t just be the witch going in the water. It’ll be her husband and children too.”

I froze, yearning to snarl back at him, to close my sharp teeth around his throat. I could almost taste the blood on my tongue, hot and savoury. My mouth watered and I nearly sprang. The Erl King watched me, the slightest twitch of amusement in his expression, as if waiting to see if I would lose my composure.

“Did you think you’d all live happily together, Jenny? Mortals and fae will never mix. You’ll have your new daughters, her family will be fine, and your beloved pike will have a good meal.”

I looked at the Erl King. He was no longer even attempting to hide his smile. I realised that as much as he wanted me to obey him, another part of him wanted me to fight, wanted me to have to stand in the stocks whilst he murdered Temperance and her family and threw them in the lake. I floundered for a solution, a way out, but I was too panicked to think of any. I thought of Ursula and Josiah and I knew what Temperance would want, even if I couldn’t ask her. I buried my feelings and made my face a stone.

“As you want,” I said, fighting to keep my tone calm. “Today?”

He wrinkled his nose as if disappointed. “Let’s not linger over it, shall we? Get it over with this morning and then I shall let you go looking for the well.” He snapped his fingers again and the burly man reappeared at the door. “Cecil here will escort you to the cells. Don’t glower at me like that, Jenny, this is all for the best. And don’t go thinking you can trick me, I have dozens of eyes in this village and all of them will be watching you. Waiting for blood.”

I dropped my gaze and fled the house.

Cecil seemed afraid to meet my eyes and hurriedly led me through the village. I already knew where the anchorage cells were located, tucked in at the south end of the church, but I let him walk ahead. There was something in his face that said the Erl King could see through his eyes, like a worm coiled in his brain. I didn’t want to make anything worse for him.

The village was as silent as it had been the night before, the only movement an early morning breeze rustling through the wildflowers that clumped on the side of the road. We skirted the edge of the church, reaching the small anchorage cells. I placed a hand on the cool golden limestone.

“These were built as a place of faith,” muttered Cecil. “Not of captivity.”

I looked at him again, surprised by this outburst.

“All things change,” I rasped at him. He fumbled with a set of keys and unlocked the left cell.

Temperance lay slumped at the foot of the far wall. Her hair was tangled and dirty. Tears stained her face. Her wrists and ankles were bound with clumsy iron weights. Beneath the manacles I could see her skin had been rubbed red and raw. Her right hand was blackened, something dark twisted beneath the skin: the Erl King’s mark.

“Temperance,” I whispered, staggered by how she looked. I had expected cuts and bruises but the dead stare in her eyes scared me more than the Erl King in his fury.

She looked up at me. “Jenny, you’re here.” She struggled to her feet and shuffled towards me. I stepped forward and caught her before she fell. As I held her up I could smell blood from her wrists, feel the shaking in her bones. She squeezed my hand, and I felt the strength that I had come to depend on these last months.

“Thank heavens you’re alive. Are you hurt? What’s happened?

The last thing I remember is you being dragged out of the barn.” Temperance pulled back to look me in the face. “Where is Brackus?”

Behind me I could feel the gaze of the Erl King burning out through Cecil’s eyes. My fingers tightened around her arms.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, staring intently into her face. “This is the only way to save them.” Her brown eyes widened and I willed her to understand, to absolve me of what I had to do. She met my gaze, a wrinkle of confusion appearing between her eyebrows. Her eyes flitted over my shoulder to where Cecil stood, fidgeting nervously with his keys.

“Jenny?” Temperance said, her gaze darting back to meet mine. I watched as the realisation bled into her face, that this time I had not come here to rescue her. She shook her head and tried to back away but I held my grip, holding her fast.

“No, Jenny, please,” she whispered. I closed my eyes so I wouldn’t have to see her face.

“Jenny, Jenny Greenteeth.” Temperance was still talking. “Please, it’s me, it’s me. Look at me, whatever he said I know who you are! It’ll be all right. Look at me!”

I opened my eyes; I owed her that much. Then I growled at her, letting my lips ripple back, revealing row upon row of pointed teeth. Temperance gasped and began to shriek.

“What have you done? You’ve betrayed us! How could you, I knew I never should have trusted you.” Temperance reached up to claw my face, hissing and spitting. I grabbed the back of her head, winding my fingers through her hair to grip the collar of her coat. Then I turned and began to drag her out of the cell.

From the second cell I could hear Brackus yelling. His screams interwove with Temperance’s, boring into my head so that I wanted to sit down with my hands over my ears and sob. I kept going.

I was as gentle as I could be but Temperance fought like a wildcat. She dug her heels in, kicking and screaming at me. It was only a short way to the edge of the lake but with all the fight Temperance was giving it felt like miles. I glimpsed humans peeking out of houses as I passed but none interfered. I wondered where Temperance’s family were; if they even knew she had come back to them. I hoped they were out of earshot.

I hauled Temperance from the road into the long grass that surrounded the lake. She stumbled and swore loudly, cursing my mother for a fool who should have drowned me rather than let me live.

As we neared the water, she let loose an unearthly howl, throwing herself at me. I staggered, trying to fend her off without hurting her. I saw Cecil running after us, slipping a long knife from its sheath.

I had to be quick to grab Temperance’s arms and hurry her down to lake before the Erl King could decide to take over. I splashed forward, going in up to my shins. The water curdled around us, sediment swirling up around my feet.

Cecil lingered on the shore, clearly unwilling to get his boots wet. Temperance continued to shriek and thrash cursing me in truly acrobatic foul language.

I stole a look back at where Cecil was waiting, searching for an easier way, any other way. He smiled back at me, and I knew I had the Erl King’s attention. I had to do this.

Gripping Temperance’s shoulder, I took a deep breath and stepped behind her. “I’m sorry,” I whispered and drew my sword. The hilt felt hot in my grip as I raised it to her throat. She grabbed at her neck, the iron handcuffs jingling.

For a moment I almost lost my nerve, wavering as to whether I could do this. As if she felt my hesitation Temperance renewed her struggle, opening her mouth for a final scream. I slashed the blade in a single fluid motion. Blood spurted forward, a bright scarlet arterial spray that spattered on the lake water.

Her scream cut off and she fell limply against me. I threw her forward, so that she fell face first into the lake. Her body arced perfectly downwards, landing with a splash. She lay motionless in the water, her long dark hair fanning out around her. I pressed a foot into the small of her back, driving her deeper as the water turned red with her blood. Then I pushed her body away with my foot, shifting the currents so that she was dragged down, into the centre of the lake, sinking out of view. I could sense the shape of her as she descended through the water, unmoving but for the blood that continued to flow.

I replaced the sword in its scabbard then turned and waded back to shore, trembling and nauseous. I tripped and fell forward, landing on my hands and knees in the mud. Tears splashed into the mire, as I howled in grief. When there was no more breath left in me I looked up, my bloodstained hands still shaking. The Erl King flashed a twisted grin at me through Cecil’s face and then his presence vanished, leaving the poor man staggering and weak. I lurched to my feet and looked back out at the lake, now calm and smooth again. I dunked my hands in the water and let the blood swirl away from me. The sword in its scabbard dragged in the water. I sneaked a quick look at Cecil, still doubled over and wheezing, then ripped the sword belt off and flung it into the water. Cecil glanced up at the sound of the splash but I glared at him and strode past, heading up the bank and back to the village.
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I wandered the village, lost inside my head, trying to black out the thoughts of Temperance. Each turn seemed to bring back old memories, blurred faces brought back into focus. I remembered the first time I had come to Avalon, leaving the lake I had grown up in with my mother. I had arrived at night, swimming upstream like a salmon until I had reached where the Caerlee widened into a lake. The river had surrounded Avalon on three sides back then, making it appear an island to those who approached. I had been heading further to the north, to where a sprite had told my mother that there was a village that had dug a new millpond. I had intended only to pause for the night at Avalon, but by the time morning came I knew that I had found my home.

For those first few years I had stayed undisturbed in the lake. I had seen humans coming back and forth along the banks, though they had never disturbed me. I brought up the memory of Merlin’s face, trying to remember the night we had met. He had appeared one evening, standing at the southern edge of the lake. I remembered the smell of blood that had clung to him, the grime that had covered his face. The memory was fragmented but I could see him standing on the shores and then somewhere else, a cave lit only by a glowing sphere of magic. He had said something to me then but I could not regain the words. It must have been a memory spell, maybe one of the last enchantments he had ever done. The echoes of it held me firm even now.

I lifted a hand to stroke the trunk of a wizened apple tree. Though it seemed ancient, these trees were the grandchildren of the grandchildren of the ones that I had walked under in my youth. Behind me Cecil coughed. I ignored the sound. He’d been following me all morning, traipsing a few steps behind as I wandered through my memories. I still couldn’t frame the image of the well at the centre of Avalon. I could almost picture it, but as I tried to focus it slipped away.

I frowned and reached up to pluck an apple from the laden branches overhead. It smelt a little ripe for my taste so I threw it to Cecil. He caught it gracefully and inspected it suspiciously before biting. I picked a greener apple and sat down at the base of the tree. I considered whether to risk talking to Cecil. The ease with which he had caught the apple suggested that the Erl King wasn’t piggybacking inside his head. I decided against it and chomped into my apple. The hard fruit gave way to something soft.

I examined the fruit. It was riddled with small maggoty grubs. I began to pick them out, tossing each into my mouth. Their flesh was sweet from consuming the apple. I pulled out a longer worm and slurped down the moist flesh with gusto. A gasp of horror came from my left and I looked up to catch Cecil staring at me in horror, his own half-eaten apple forgotten in one hand.

I smirked at the expression on his face. It was pleasant to be unabashedly inhuman for a change. Temperance had… I threw up a wall around that thought. I dropped the apple, the maggots spilling out on the ground.

I scrambled up and began to run, scuttling through the village on all fours. I could hear Cecil lumbering along behind me as I dodged back onto the main street. I vaulted the wall into the graveyard, landing in the soft green grass. The church loomed ahead of me and something else clicked into place. I could feel the power of the ground swelling underneath my feet. I remembered Temperance’s spell, circling around the churchyard boundaries. I had assumed that was the holy ground. I had been right, but the source of that blessing had been far older than the church. A perfect hiding place.

Cecil staggered into the graveyard as I made for the church doors.

“Wait!” he shouted, red-faced and panting. He blocked my path. “You can’t go in there.”

I tried to slip past him, but he stepped to meet me.

“This is the place,” I hissed at him, irritated. He met my eyes, clearly determined not to let me into the church. I hopped backwards and waited. Sure enough, within a moment, I saw the shadow of the Erl King move behind his eyes.

“Is this the place, Jenny?” he said to me through Cecil’s mouth. I nodded.

“I think it’s inside. I think I can find it.”

The Erl King nodded with Cecil’s head. “Wait there, I will come now.” His presence faded and Cecil stood there trembling. I stepped back to give him some space.

The Erl King appeared in the distance, hurrying down the road, the parson’s black hat pulled down over his face. Cecil went to open the gate into the churchyard. The Erl King swept in without sparing him a look.

“You have remembered?” he said to me, his dark eyes boring into mine.

“Yes, this is the place. I think the entrance is hidden inside, underground.”

“That would be prudent of them. Do you remember where?”

I shrugged. “I can sniff it out, but we will have to search.”

The Erl King snapped his fingers and Cecil moved to open the church door. I recognised the edge of distress in his face; he really did not want us to enter the church. I wondered if it was the echoes of the magic that had hidden the place, or if he merely objected to such cursed creatures entering onto holy ground.

I followed the Erl King into the church. It was cool and dark after the summer heat, and my eyes took a moment to adjust. I had never stepped inside the church before; it had been built a few hundred years after the Norman invasion. There was a small clutch of candles burning on the altar, casting long flickering shadows on the wall. Faded tapestries showing the stations of the cross hung on the walls, the woven faces of the saints looking down at rough-hewn pews. I walked tentatively down the aisle, my feet quiet on the smooth cold flagstones.

To the side of the main church was a small side chapel, opposite the block that housed the anchorite cells. In the centre was a large font, carved from blocks of limestone. The Erl King followed me in up to the font, and trailed his fingers through the holy water. He flicked droplets at me.

“Well, you had better start looking,” he said.

I turned to the walls, trying to sharpen my memories. There was a faint breeze coming from the main doors but beneath that was the barest draught, gliding over my feet. It seemed to be coming from the side chapel.

I crouched down, tracing the edges of the wide flagstones, worn smooth by the passage of generations of feet. I could feel the eyes of the Erl King boring into me as I scrabbled around, trying each stone to see if it was loose. None of them moved easily, each secure against their neighbours. I contemplated sending for a tool and trying to lever them up, but it seemed too forceful. If there was a way in, then it would be subtler.

I continued to squat there, leaning back on my ankles and chewing thoughtfully on my lip. My eyes flicked to the font. I looked at it critically then dropped my eyes. Strange, it was almost difficult to look at it directly. I turned my head to look again and found my gaze sliding off to the side.

There was definitely something unusual about the font. I kept my eyes on the floor and reached out with my hands, feeling the carved limestone pillars that supported the bowl. They were cold, even in the cool of the church, the stone pulling the heat from my palms. I remembered something my mother had said to me once, about limestone being magical. A rock made from the bones of living creatures, with all the power and energy trapped inside.

My right hand touched something strange. On the inside of the column, between smooth arches and spirals, there was a small nugget of rock. I ran my fingers over it. The blob was egg-shaped, pointed at one end and with a fine ridge coming from the other that curled back on itself. The pads of my fingers felt tiny semi-circles carved into the top.

I grinned to myself as I realised what it was. A stone fish, tucked into the back of the font. I stroked the back of the fish. As I did so I could feel the rock pulling at me, asking for something, whether magic or a password I didn’t know.

I dropped my hand and stood up.

“It’s here,” I said, turning to the Erl King. “Put your hand inside, you can feel the carved fish. That’s the key.”

He looked at me lazily. “Go on then.”

“I don’t know how to open it. I think it wants power.”

“Try,” he said silkily. “This is your place, it shouldn’t take too much effort from you.”

I knelt down again and stroked the fish. This time when the pull came I fed it, opening a barrier inside myself and letting the lake flow through me. I felt the fish twitch underneath my fingers then swim forward through the stone. It circled the column, darting through the carved buttresses and spirals. It swam up into the stone bowl, coming up above the waterline and circling around to the rim. The fish circled the rim of the bowl three times, still pulling at the magic of the lake through me.

After the third circle it stopped and sank into the stone. I felt the flow of magic stop and leaned in to try and see what was happening. For a moment everything was silent and then the whole font began to glow. The stone was changing colour, graduating from pale gold to purest white. As it changed it began to split apart and grow, unfurling like the petals of a rosebud and then melting into the floor. Where the font had stood was now a wide circle of pale crystal, shooting out veins of calcite into the surrounding flagstones. In the centre was a dark hole, leading down into the earth.

I stepped towards it, already reaching out a hand to lower myself in when I felt a cold grip on my shoulder.

“Wait,” said the Erl King. I hesitated. Letting the Erl King into such an ancient and sacred place felt heretical. But I had done so much already, walked down this path too far to balk at this. I stepped back and let him pass.

He released my shoulder and swept forward. Without turning his head, he crooked a finger at Cecil who grabbed a candlestick from the side of the chapel and hurried forward. The Erl King took the candle and held it out in front of him. He let go and the lighted candle hovered in mid-air. The flame flickered as if in a draught as it began, slowly, to descend into the darkness.

From where I stood I couldn’t see much but the Erl King’s face twitched with pleasure and he beckoned Cecil closer. He pointed a bony finger into the opening and Cecil sat down and began to lower himself into the gap. For a moment I was concerned that the passage would be too deep for him to reach but then the sound of boots hitting rock emerged and Cecil called up.

“It’s not too deep,” he called. “And there’s a passageway, leading south I think.” His head popped back to the surface. “There are steps carved into the wall, it should be easy enough to get down. Should I keep going?”

The Erl King shook his head. “Time enough for that. Leave the candle there and come back up. I will summon someone to guard the entrance. Tonight we shall perform the ritual.”

Cecil clambered back out and scuttled back to his post at the wall.

The Erl King turned to me. “Well done, Jenny. Your task is complete. You may return to the house. When I have come into my power I will fulfil my promise.”

I paused, not wanting to leave him now. “Is there nothing else I could do? I would rather stay and help if I can.”

He considered, staring at me with narrow, dark eyes. “Very well. Rest now. I will send for you at the appropriate time.”

I watched the night fall on from the roof of one of the cottages. The sweltering sunshine had broken to a damp, grey heat that was even more unbearable. I’d climbed up through the thatch for a last moment of reflection, to try and get the order of things straight in my head.

I kicked my foot at the thatch, releasing a cloud of dust that made me sneeze. I wished more than anything that I could talk to Temperance and Brackus. The last months of travelling had made me dependent on companionship, undoing a thousand years of staunch silence. I rubbed at my nose, wondering for the hundredth time whether Brackus was all right. He was still locked up in the anchorite cells, injured and weak. If I could write, I could have left a note for him. Alas I had never learnt, and didn’t dare talk to any of the villagers. I doubted the Erl King was possessing them all at once but it was unlikely my trying to make conversation with them would go unnoticed.

Too late to worry about that now. I picked up a reed and began to clean the grime out from under my nails, wiping the gunk onto the thatch beside me. Satisfied, I filed my thumbnail against a small whetstone I had found downstairs. I honed the talon to a point, tapping the edge against my other hand until it was sharp enough to draw blood. I moved on to my other nails, methodically sharpening and tapping. The task required enough of my concentration that I was able to block out everything else. By the time all ten nails had been filed to dagger-like edges my heart rate had slowed, my racing mind had quietened.

I inspected my hands, flexing each joint and tendon out in front of me in the grey twilight. Time to forget about Temperance, about Brackus, about the world outside Chipping Appleby. Time to remember what I had almost forgotten about myself, since Temperance had fallen into my life.

I wasn’t a human, nor a goblin, nor a high fae. I was Jenny Greenteeth, fangs and claws and unholy strength. I was a nightmare, a scary story, the dark shape glimpsed through the weeds.

Below me, the few villagers that had been on the street were beginning to scuttle back inside. Across the way I could see Cecil coming out of his house, turning to hold the door open. I scrambled to the edge of the roof and climbed down. I padded over to the church and leaned against the wall. A pair of broad-shouldered farmers came around the corner lugging a large wooden chest between them. The closer of the two froze when he saw me, not moving even when his companion knocked the chest into him.

“Allow me,” I said, pushing open the heavy church door to let them past. They looked at each other then back up the road, clearly trying to decide whether it was better to go past me or to risk the Erl King’s displeasure. I could see the muscles in their arms twitching at the weight of the chest and eventually they edged past me, eager to put down their burden. I followed them into the church. Since the last time I had been here someone had come in and lit batches of smooth beeswax candles all along the aisle and behind the altar. The flickering light made the place seem warmer. The farmers turned to the left into the side chapel, where a nervous-looking teenager was shifting from foot to foot. He was trying not to look at the tunnel entrance that yawned beneath him and gave a small yelp as he saw me follow the farmers into the chapel.

The second farmer told him to head home, and he edged past me, vanishing out of the church at astonishing speed. The farmers dropped the chest onto the stone floor with audible relief. They eyed me suspiciously and moved around to keep the comforting bulk of the chest between us. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at them and turned to peer down into the tunnel. Candles had been placed at the foot of the initial shaft. The candlelight illuminated rough steps carved into the limestone, worn smooth by the touch of numberless hands. The base was five yards or so below the level of the chapel and I could see a tunnel winding away towards the south. I leaned in a little closer, wondering how far it went.

The sound of the church door creaking open split my thoughts and I jumped backwards as the Erl King swept through the nave. Cecil followed close at his heels, a large woollen sack swung over one shoulder. The sack seemed to contain something alive, probably a sheep or goat for the sacrifice.

The bulkier of the two farm lads was sent climbing down the shaft first, with his mate levering the chest after him. There was much muttered cursing as the heavy box scraped against the sides of the tunnel and trapped fingers and thumbs. The Erl King stood watching, impassive. I glanced at him from where I lurked in the shadows. He didn’t seem nervous or apprehensive; the same blank expression lingered on his features as always, punctured by occasional flashes of amusement when one of the men yelped in pain.

After several long minutes of struggling to move the chest the second farmer jumped into the tunnel, followed by Cecil, still carrying his sack. The Erl King turned to me, eyes glittering in the candlelight.

“The time has come, Jenny.” He extended a pale hand towards the tunnel.

I nodded, trying to keep my face as impassive as his and moved to pass him. As I bent to swing myself down I felt his cold grip on my shoulder.

“Remember what you are,” the Erl King hissed into my ear. “Remember what it is you want, what you have already paid for it. Do not falter now.”

I fought to repress the shudder that his proximity triggered in me, managing to nod mutely and drop myself into the tunnel.

The descent was easy enough and I found myself in a low chamber, with the corridor I had seen earlier leading out to the south. The men had huddled along the side wall, waiting for their leader. The Erl King dropped down beside me. He snapped his fingers and we set off down the corridor. The walls were damp, woolly with dark mosses and lichen. The only light was from a burning torch carried by Cecil, lit from a tinderbox, but my night-sight filled in the shadows.

The tunnel had been carved from the rock. Overhead, too dark for human eyes to see, the walls were painted with woad handprints and runes, strange symbols of a lost time. Further up, on the ceiling, ochre stick figures chased boars and deer across the damp rock. I reached up to trace the horns of a giant stag.

“Keep up,” whispered Cecil from where the tunnel turned left.

I dropped my hand and hurried after him.

From the bend in the tunnel it took only a moment of walking before we came out into a huge chamber. The rock of the walls was polished to a water-like smoothness, reflecting the candlelight and the image of our group back and forth across the cavern, though other tunnel entrances swallowed up the light, leading into blackness. The ceiling had more of the woad paintings, this time forming a great spiral of stars and leaves, coiling towards a central point—a huge sun coated with gold. The edges of the sunbeams and the spiral’s arms seemed to glow in the light of the torches that Cecil’s men were placing on the walls.

Below the painted sun was the well of Avalon.

It was surprisingly small, I thought, the housing only three handspans across, and the same length tall. Instead of the rough mud bricks of the village wells, each stone was cut from glassy tourmaline that flashed darkly in the torchlight.

Around the well lay the knights. Each was dressed in full armour; with steel helmets and gleaming breastplates, and each bore a merrily painted shield. Their faces were smooth, untouched by centuries of sleep, though their hair was shot through with silver. Many bore traces of terrible wounds; bloodstained cuffs and rent tunics, but the flesh beneath had long since healed.

We picked our way between them, stepping delicately around scattered swords and arrows.

Against the far wall was a raised plinth. Stone roses twined around its edges, their petals blurred with dust. Arthur slept on. A thin gold band circled his forehead and his hands were clasped together, bright rings on his fingers.

The Erl King leaned over to inspect the sleeping king, checking both sides of the plinth as if looking for something. Satisfied, he straightened and turned back to us.

“Bring the chest over there,” he ordered, pointing towards the well, “and set it up.”

The farmers obeyed and bent to open the heavy iron clasps. I wondered absently if the Erl King had deliberately avoided touching the metal.

Inside the chest was a long wide stone, buffed into a flat oval shape. The Erl King knelt and lifted it out, holding it in the air while the farmers retrieved a series of pieces of wood and assembled them into a stand, fitting it over the well. The Erl King lowered the stone onto the stand and I understood: it was an altar. I could see reddish stains on the edge of the stone, marks of older blood sacrifices.

I remembered my mother telling me of living offerings, carried out by the druids in the old days, when her mother had been alive. They had made gifts to the fae, to the forests and even to the Jennys of significant rivers and lakes. Those ways had died out before my mother’s time, though the memory of those deaths echoed through the lands.

The Erl King batted the farmers aside and retrieved a pair of long knives, one carved from pale bone, the other whittled from black obsidian. Both looked honed to a razor-sharp edge. He laid each one carefully beside the altar then bent to collect more paraphernalia from the chest.

Cecil edged past me. I eyed the spot where he had left the sack and began to edge towards it. Crouching beside it, I pulled it open, then dropped my hand in horror.

Inside, stripped to his breeches and covered in bruises, was Brackus. His hands and feet were bound with iron and a bundle of filthy rags was stuffed into his mouth. His eyes opened and he squinted up, blinded by the sudden light.
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My heart skipped a beat and I lurched backwards, dropping the top of the sack back on to Brackus’s face. Behind me the Erl King was still supervising the construction of the altar. Brackus wriggled against his ties, managing to flick the rattan cloth off him again. I knelt down, my fingers instinctively beginning to untie the filthy gag that had been stuffed in his mouth.

How could Brackus be the sacrifice? I tried to remember the Erl King’s exact words. He’d said Brackus would be kept in the cells till I had completed my tasks. I cursed myself for not securing his safety; I had been so distressed by the order to kill Temperance I had not considered the threat to my other friend.

I got the gag off and he gasped for air, coughing violently. Before he could get his breath back, I heard the grating voice of the Erl King calling to me. I twisted my head around. He was still bent over, melting the bases of the candles and sticking them into place.

“What the hell are you doing here, Jenny?” Brackus hissed at me.

I turned back, “Brackus, I’m sorry, I—” Before I could say anything more, I heard footsteps behind me. The farmhands were upon us, and, reaching around me, they dragged Brackus out of the sack and to his feet. He looked weak, barely strong enough to hold himself up and the men handled his weight as if it were nothing.

I pulled myself to my feet and hurried after them. I tried to keep my face neutral.

“Jenny,” the Erl King called, “come over here.”

I scuttled to his side, keeping an eye on the farmhands.

“You still have not learnt to keep your nose to yourself,” he growled at me. “Still, it is of no matter. I should be thanking you for bringing him to me. Saves me the trouble of luring in another fae. Yes, with the blood of this humble goblin, I will open the well and yoke its power to mine.”

“But he’s fae,” I stuttered, trying to form an argument. “I thought all sacrifices had to be mortal. I thought it would be a boar or a hart of some kind.”

The Erl King eyed me. “Ordinarily yes, I would have spilt the blood of some lesser offering or perhaps taken a human life. But I mean to bind the well to myself, and therefore must offer blood similar to mine, for at the core of my being I am fae.”

The farmhands had reached the altar now, were beginning to wrench Brackus over it.

“Please,” I gabbled, “if it has to be a fae then find another.”

“No time for that now.” He brushed me aside, striding towards the altar.

I leapt for the Erl King’s arm, but he barely looked at me, flicking out a magical blow that threw me back to the ground. Behind him the farmhands had forced Brackus over the great flat stone, yanking up his chin to expose his throat. I screeched at them, hoping to scare off whatever human part of them was left, but their eyes had gone entirely black and I knew with sickening certainty that the Erl King had possessed them entirely.

“Wait,” I screamed.

I lunged forward but Cecil stepped into my path, his eyes filled with a familiar expression. I dodged to the right, reaching out to slash my nails across his face, the sharpened points raking his flesh. The human part of him winced but he kept coming, wrenching my arm down and pulling me back. I swivelled and aimed a kick at him, planting the blow straight between his legs. He howled and went down.

Brackus was struggling against the grip of his captors, snarling and biting at them. He managed to sink his teeth into one callused hand but its owner didn’t release him.

I stumbled forward and crashed into a wall of invisible magic, blocking me from the well. It shocked me and I fell to the ground, sprawling next to the empty chest, smacking my head on the floor.

“Take me instead,” I yelled desperately. “My blood can be the sacrifice.”

The Erl King paused and looked at me.

“Truly?” he asked, a rare look of surprise crossing his face. “You would give up your future for this detritus?”

I paused, searching myself, then nodded, “Yes. Take my blood.”

The Erl King raised his eyebrows, “It is good to know there are still surprises to be had after eons of existence. No matter, I will not change the order of things now.”

“No!” I hurled myself forward again, rebounding off the magic boundary.

“Hush,” the Erl King snapped at me. “I will get you another hobgoblin if you are suddenly so fond of them. But we must carry on.” He turned away.

The Erl King picked up the obsidian knife and sliced into the flesh of his left hand. He reached out and scattered the blood over Brackus’s chest. The droplets steamed where they hit his skin, and Brackus cried out in pain. The Erl King raised the knife in the air and said something in a language I didn’t know. The candlelight illuminated the hard bones of his face, grinning like a skull. Then he brought the knife down with frightening speed.

Brackus screamed. The knife hilt juddered where it had been stabbed into his left shoulder, pinning him to the stone. The Erl King, ignoring the screams, reached for the bone knife and slashed at his other hand. He repeated the incantation and stabbed it through Brackus’s right shoulder. The Erl King was chanting aloud now, his voice echoing back from the walls at me. The air shimmered and I sensed that he was baring his soul, ready to spill blood and bind himself to the well.

I tried to get up and slipped, almost falling into the chest. I scrabbled around for purchase inside, and my hand touched something smooth. I blinked at it, realising the object in my hand was the alicorn dagger. This was the moment, the chance I had bought with blood and pain.

I grabbed the knife and hauled myself to my feet. Cecil was still sprawled on the floor, his eyes having returned to their usual blue. The Erl King had his back to me, clearly feeling secure behind his magic wall. I took a deep breath and launched myself forward.

The spiralling point of the alicorn pierced the wall of magic, which shattered like glass. The Erl King began to twist but I had kept moving and the dagger was already stabbing through his back. I felt the blade break through his spine and he crumpled to the side. A thunderclap shook the cavern, and the rock itself seemed to quake. The body of the pastor, now lifeless, was sprawled on the ground.

My momentum carried me forward and I almost fell onto Brackus. The farmhands had tripped backwards, their eyes rolling back into their heads.

“Jenny,” whispered Brackus, his voice cracked and sore.

“It’s all right, Brackus,” I said, “I’m here.”

“Get them out,” he whispered, rolling his eyes towards the knives.

I seized the bone knife; it was icy cold in my grip. “This is going to hurt.” I yanked with all my strength. For a moment I didn’t think it was going to move but then the knife came loose. I reached for the obsidian knife and yelped. It was burning hot, scorching the palm of my hand. I steeled myself and reached for it again, leveraging all of my strength. As it came out I dropped it on the floor with a clatter.

“Thank you, Jenny,” Brackus said, sitting up. The wounds in his shoulders were healing up as I watched. He looked up at me and grinned. There was something about his smile that I didn’t like, something behind his eyes.

“Brackus?” I said, haltingly.

“Did you think it would be that easy, Jenny?” His pupils grew until they filled the whole of his eyes. “Striking down my mortal shell when I have this one to adopt?”

I stepped backwards, looking around desperately for the alicorn knife.

“Don’t bother, Jenny. if you smite me again, I shall take your form. You are a fool indeed to try to trick me. There is no knife that can kill me. Alas for you that you have disrupted my sacrifice; I shall have to spill your blood in replacement.”

He beckoned with one hand and I felt my body drag itself towards him. Tears trickled from my eyes as he forced me down onto the altar stone.

“Be grateful, Jenny, that I have this use for you; your suffering otherwise would have been endless.”

I twisted wildly, looking around as he drove the obsidian knife deep into my shoulder, splattering my face with blood. I screamed as a pain I had never felt before ripped through me. It felt like my whole body was aflame, burning and burning. I stopped trying to fight my way free, consumed by the unceasing agony. Only the second pain of the bone knife going into my right shoulder permeated my senses. I lay, pinned, fighting to contain my screams as the face of my oldest friend leered down at me.

“Now to put an end to this,” he said, and picked up the alicorn knife.

A shadow moved in the dark. The Erl-Brackus looked up and I saw surprise flicker across his face.

“You,” he spat, hatred in his voice. “You should be dead.”

I twisted against my restraints and looked back. Temperance stood at the edge of the cave. Her face was dirty, her clothes ragged and blood-splattered, and her hair hung limp but she was alive. She flashed me a quick smile and my heart sang with joy and relief to see her. I opened my mouth to call out to her but the Erl-Brackus flinched, causing the bone knife in my shoulder to cut even deeper. I yelped and Temperance’s eyes narrowed.

“Get away from her,” she spat, raising the old sword in her left hand.

“Drop that silly thing,” the Erl-Brackus said. Temperance lifted the blade higher, the steel glinting in the candlelight.

The Erl-Brackus made a slashing movement with his hand. Temperance flinched but didn’t move. He tried again, to no effect.

“I said drop it,” he snapped. “You must obey me.”

“You should have finished reading the parson’s Bible,” she said, raising her right arm. Where the scratched and poisoned hand had been there was only a stump, from where I had swung the sword and cut it off. It was bandaged neatly with scraps of linen.

“If your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off.”

The Erl-Brackus hesitated, doubt crossing his face. His eyes flitted to me and I spat blood from my mouth and smiled at him.

“We put on a good show, didn’t we? Did you really think I would kill her? That I could be so easily bought? Or my daughter so easily replaced?” I laughed.

The Erl-Brackus scowled and made towards me, then stopped.

“No matter, I shall deal with you later.” He opened his hand and cast a spell at Temperance, hissing with malevolence.

She twisted the sword and batted the magic away. The Erl-Brackus frowned and tried again. Again, she deflected the attack.

“What is that you have there?” he asked, uncertainty creeping into his voice.

“The sword you should have known was here,” Temperance said. “The sword that has always been here, entrusted to the lake guardian since before this cavern was built. I didn’t realise before I came to this place, and saw Arthur and his knights. But I know now who Jenny is, and I know the name of the sword she bears.”

She stepped forward and thrust it directly into Brackus’s chest.

“Excalibur.”

The Erl-Brackus gaped down at his chest then screamed. The blackness in his eyes seemed to burn with dark fire that quickly spread all through his body. He fell to his knees, still screaming, writhing in agony. Excalibur shone silver-white through the darkness, burning out the evil. The Erl King gave a final screech and then the cave was lit up with a blinding flash and he was silent.

Brackus toppled backwards, the sword leaving his chest with a wet, sucking sound.

“Jenny.” Temperance rushed to my side, dropping Excalibur. She bent over me and I smiled up at her.

“You’re here,” I whispered.

“Of course I’m here,” she said, cupping my face in a bloody hand. Her eyes flitted to the long knives. “I need to take them out, can you bear it?”

I nodded, keeping my eyes locked on her. She ripped the knives free and hauled me to my feet.

“Quickly,” I said, “Brackus.”

She bit her lip and helped me crouch down next to our friend. His chest was still moving, long rattling breaths that snatched at my heart. Temperance ripped a strip from her skirt and pressed my hands over the wound, trying to staunch the bleeding. His eyes fluttered open, returned to their native blue.

“The Erl King…” he whispered.

“He’s gone,” Temperance said firmly.

“Thank you,” Brackus said, smiling slightly.

“How did you get here?” I asked her, still dazzled by the flash of the sword.

“When you threw the sword in the lake it was caught in the same currents that dragged me to your cave. I stopped bleeding as soon as I grabbed it. That was enough of a clue to make me look at it more closely. There’s an old legend that Excalibur prevented the bearer from blood loss. I wasn’t sure until I had regained enough strength to heal myself and started to explore the back of your cave. The tunnels lead all the way back here. I felt the magic pulling me; I came through just after you killed the pastor.”

She reached down to place her hand over mine on Brackus’s chest wound. She began to mutter, trying to cast a spell of healing but I could tell she was too drained.

“I don’t have enough strength,” she said, “can you share yours?”

I shook my head. “Not here. I need to get to the lake. Can you carry him?” I looked down at Brackus who was growing paler and colder by the minute. “He’s not going to make it.”

“Can’t you call it from here?” Temperance asked, her hands already soaked with blood.

“It’s too far.” I gestured at the wounds in my shoulders; it was taking all my strength to stay conscious.

Temperance looked down at Brackus. He was bone-white now, his breath starting to fade. Tears fell from her eyes and landed on his face. The rage I had felt when the Erl King had tried to sacrifice him rushed back into me, the pain of almost losing him; and now, when our enemy was vanquished, I could not save him. The fury at this final indignity choked me, burning the tears that tried to blind my eyes.

“No,” I whispered. “You’re not going. I will not lose you.”

I staggered to my feet. Temperance looked up at me, her eyes blurry with tears.

“Jenny, what are you doing?” she called after me as I crossed the cave. I knelt in front of Excalibur, running a hand over its length. I took a quick breath then grasped it in my hand. I came up on one knee, feeling the power, the strength, the stories of the steel. Then I sank it into the ground.

The blade cleaved the limestone like butter. As I drove it in, I reached out for the lake, for the well, for the water that had made Avalon the heart of Britain.

“Come to me now,” I whispered, “I am the heir of Avalon, I am the Lady of the Lake. I call your power to mine, not to bind but to borrow.”

Blood from my wounds trickled down the blade and into the rock. A roaring filled my ears and the world fell away. Water burst from the well, washing away the bloody detritus of the altar. In the south I could feel the lake coming towards me, and a great wave washed through the cavern. Temperance gasped as it washed over her and Brackus, hurrying to conjure quick bubbles of air over their heads.

The water kept coming, from the well, the lake and the river, rising up and filling the cavern. As the sweet, cool water hit me I could feel it healing my wounds. I opened my mouth and breathed it in. The power rushed through me, greater than anything I had felt before. I could feel Temperance and Brackus’s heartbeats, and reached out with a tendril of the power to them. Temperance latched onto it and began to channel a healing spell. I felt Brackus’s heartbeat strengthen, ringing out clearly now through the water. I wrapped the magic around Temperance’s wrist, smoothing away the last of the pain.

The cavern was almost full now, but I couldn’t let go of the sword. The power it was feeding me was incredible, and under the water I felt stronger than ever. I saw now that I didn’t have to choose between a new world and the old one—that instead, I could forge the world in my own image. The power of the water rushed through me faster and faster. I laughed, bubbles spilling out of my mouth. I turned to wave to Temperance, to share this new gift with her.

She was clinging to Brackus, the both of them buffeted by the raging current that had turned the cavern into a whirlpool. As I watched the air bubbles she had conjured were shrinking, then popped.

In alarm, I reached out towards her, then wrenched Excalibur from the stone.

The water calmed, then began to drain. In a mad tangle of limbs, swords and detritus, the three of us were sucked back through the cavern, down towards the lake. My cave flashed before my eyes, all my trinkets and keepsakes floating around us, before the water crashed down with a huge splash, draining back into the lake.

We sprawled on the cave floor spluttering and coughing amid the chaos. I struggled up, crawling over to Brackus. Temperance and I leaned over, looking down at his face.

For a heart-breaking moment he was still. Then he opened his eyes, looked up at us and winked.
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It was an unseasonably hot day in early spring. The frogbit was just starting to regrow, bobbing up and down on the surface of the water, little green buds unfurling into the warm air. I swam through the cool waters of the lake, luxuriating in the feel of it against my limbs. The rays of sunlight filtering through the lily pads flashed on the scales of perch and roach as they grazed contentedly in the shallows.

I heard splashing towards the eastern banks and kicked off towards the sound. As I swam the old pike glided past me, eying me up to see if I had any food. With a twist of his tail he vanished back into the deep.

The splashing was coming from just north of where the Caerlee flowed out of the lake again. I drifted just beneath the surface. A human child, a little girl, was standing in the shallows, her dress hoiked up around her knees. She had dark curly hair and her mother’s eyes.

“Jenny, Jenny!” she called.

I sneaked up as close as I dared then burst out of the water. She screamed with delight and clapped her hands.

“Jenny, Jenny, again, again!” she cried, wading over to embrace my legs. She tilted her face up and grinned in that wild unabashed fashion that children do.

“Ursula Crump,” I said, mock-seriously, “have you run off again? Where is your mother?”

“She’s coming down now with the babies.” Ursula said, releasing my legs, her eyes wandering to a patch of newly blooming lilies. “She said I could run ahead.”

“Did she?” I asked, grabbing Ursula’s hand before she ended up out of her depth. She and her brother had only learnt to swim in the warmer days of last autumn, coming down with Temperance to practise their doggy-paddle around the lake.

“Mm-hmm,” murmured Ursula, not meeting my eyes. I sat down, the lake water coming up to my chest, and scooped the child onto my lap.

“Well then, we’ll just wait here for her, shall we? Why don’t you tell me something you’ve learnt recently?”

This was a tried-and-true method for distracting Ursula and she immediately launched into a complicated description of some baking she and her mother had been doing. I nodded along as she gesticulated, enjoying the meandering account of flour and butter.

“Ursula!” came a cry from behind us. Ursula twisted guiltily and I picked her up and stood up to wave. Temperance was hurrying down the hill, a baby strapped to her back and a toddler on her right hip. Her right arm held the toddler in place, the silvery scar where her wrist ended gleaming in the sunlight. A picnic basket swung from her left hand.

“It’s all right, Temperance, I’ve got her,” I called. Temperance slowed to a walk and put down the toddler.

“There you go, sweetheart,” she said, then turned back to me. “Thanks, Jenny, she just took off as soon as I opened the door.”

Temperance reached the edge of the lake and I swung Ursula over towards her and climbed out onto the bank.

“Didn’t I tell you not to run off?” she said, retrieving a blanket from a wicker basket and laying it out on the banks.

Josiah the toddler wandered over towards me, his arms stretched up. I bent down and picked him up, swinging him around until he giggled and screamed.

“Here, Jenny.” Temperance unwrapped the baby and held her out. “Take Val for a moment. I need to catch my breath.”

I put down Josiah and took my goddaughter. Her little face was scrunched up, eyes closed in sleep, one fat hand curled up next to her head. Temperance collapsed on the blanket and began taking her boots off. She dangled her feet over the banks into the lake.

“Ah,” she sighed, “that feels nice.”

I stretched out beside her, cradling the baby in my arms. Val caught my finger in one of her tiny hands, pressing it to her cheek.

“She’s sweeter every time I see her,” I said to Temperance. “I still can’t believe you named her after the dog.”

“I owe my life to that dog,” Temperance reminded me. “Besides, only you, Benedict and I know her full name is Cavall. The rest of the village think she’s called Valerie.”

I started to respond but Ursula and Josiah jumped back into the water and began splashing each other.

“Don’t go too far out,” I called, adjusting the currents of the lake to keep them bobbing at the surface. Only more splashing sounds answered. Temperance shook her head.

“I suppose I can’t really blame them. It’s the first day it’s been warm enough to swim since winter.”

“Want to come for a proper dip?” I asked.

“Sure.” Temperance took off her kirtle whilst I unwrapped the baby. She woke up and cooed at me, big hazel eyes and a trace of her father’s cleft chin. I stepped back into the water and lowered her in. She kicked her legs and wiggled around happily. When I let her drop below the surface with me she kept her eyes open in the clear water and waved her arms around until I brought her back up.

Temperance waded in and we swam out to the centre of the lake. Josiah and Ursula followed, still splashing each other. I passed Val back to Temperance and took turns throwing the other children out of the water.

When they were tired we all lay back and floated in the water. When the sun was directly overhead Temperance sighed.

“All right you lot, time to get out. We’ve got lots of work to do back home,” she said.

There was general grumbling and I helped shepherd them all back to the bank and into dry clothes from the basket.

“Thanks, Jenny.” Temperance kissed my cheek. “Benedict says to tell you he hasn’t forgotten about the dredging he promised you, on the south of the lake. Next Sunday he’ll come over after church and get it done.”

“You should bring the children, make a day of it,” I said, ruffling Ursula’s hair. “I’ll rustle up some fresh trout and we can cook them over a fire. No one from the village will see me from there.”

“Perfect. Send an invitation to Brackus too, if you like. We haven’t seen him since before Christmas and I’m sure he’s not one to miss a free meal.”

I grumbled at Brackus’s name just for tradition’s sake and waved as she began to herd her children back up towards the village.

When they faded from view, I grabbed a handful of leaves and whispered a message into them, setting them off down the Caerlee.

I sank back into the water, smiling at the memory of the children’s laughter. I swam around, tidying up for a while, then headed back to my cave.

I hauled out into the darkness, the wisplight casting a pale glow over the contents of the cave. I made my way to the back, running a hand over the damp walls.

I picked up a long parcel and began to unwrap the oiled leather. The sword lay before me, still encased in the plain scabbard. I ran a finger over the hilt, marvelling again at the echoes of the power I sensed within it. I grasped the hilt and drew the blade, holding it before me so that the wisplight glinted on the still sharp edges.

I closed my eyes and remembered the faces of the knights sleeping just yards from here. The old man and the king, the Round Table.

“The sword of the once and future king,” I whispered to Excalibur, my breath fogging the blade. “The candle that keeps the darkness at bay.”

The hilt burned in my hand, but I gripped it tightly.

“I will hold the line,” I said. “I will not fade. I will keep the faith for Temperance and all her kind. For those who have forgotten the old ways I will remember, and I will defend them.”

The sword cooled and I loosened my hold on it. I replaced it in the sheath and wrapped it back in the leather. Then I stepped back into the water and swam out into the sunlight.







[image: image]A note on pronunciation

The Welsh language, whilst beautiful, can be a challenge to an English reader. I have chosen to keep the original spellings where possible rather than anglicise them. Pronunciations vary by tradition but here are the ones I imagined while writing.

Tylwyth Teg—Tul-with Tegg

Gwyn ap Nudd—Gwin ap Neu-th

Creiddylad—Kray-thill-add

Twrch Trwyth—Turk Tru-ith

Penrhyn Ddu—Pen-Rin Thu
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THE PHOENIX KEEPER
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S. A. MacLean

From one of the most exciting new voices in fantasy comes a warm hug of a novel featuring a magical zoo teeming with mythical beasts and a soul-restoring queer romance at its heart.

As head phoenix keeper at a world-renowned zoo for magical creatures, Aila’s childhood dream of conserving critically endangered firebirds is closer than ever. But when a tragic heist sabotages a neighboring zoo, Aila must prove she’s capable of leading a new conservation program despite the looming threat.

But Aila’s biggest challenge isn’t wrangling beasts—it’s talking to people. So, mustering the courage to ask for help from the hotshot griffin keeper at the zoo’s most popular exhibit? Virtually impossible.

Especially when that hotshot griffin keeper happens to be her archrival from college: Luciana, an insufferable know-it-all with the face of a goddess, who’s convinced that Aila’s beloved phoenix would be better off as a performer than as a passive conservation exhibit. With the world watching and the threat of poachers looming, Aila’s success is no longer merely a matter of keeping her job.…

The future of a species—and her love life—now rests on her shoulders.

Chapter One

Aila Macbhairan’s favorite time at the San Tamculo Zoo was early morning: cool, quiet, and—best of all—not a person in sight.

In the pre-dawn, an eggplant-purple sky hung over city streetlamps silhouetted with palm trees. Bird keepers worked the earliest shifts, their peckish charges awake at first light.

Aila swiped her ID card at the staff gate, then crossed the entrance plaza, hunched beneath a backpack of blue canvas and cartoon animal patches, work boots tapping terracotta bricks engraved with donor names. A bronze statue of the zoo’s peacock griffin mascot stood sentinel in the fog, metal wings spread wide, back brushed gold from millions of visitors clambering up for a photo.

Already, the air warmed. Salt from the rocky coast of Movas mixed with asphalt, hay, and old popcorn, though not a kernel or crumpled cup strayed into sight. For a fleeting time before the gates opened, Aila enjoyed immaculate concrete paths, the main avenue of silent speakers and dark gift shops stuffed with everything from dragon plushies to candy cockatrice eggs, to those insufferable plastic toys that twirled with light-up phoenixes at the press of a button.

The shriek of an archibird sliced the quiet. Aila smiled, the zoo rousing to greet her.

Off the visitor path, hidden behind a screen of shrubbery, golden light spilled out a doorway. Inside, beige walls sported framed news articles and a bulletin board with flyers for the employee potluck, an advertisement for guitar lessons, a strongly worded note against storing unicorn deworming medicine in the human food fridge. Filing cabinets sprouted crowns of charging radios and protocol binders.

“Morning, Tom,” Aila greeted.

From his corner desk, the middle-aged staff coordinator grunted in acknowledgement. He had brown and sun-weathered skin, a jaw patched with uneven stubble and a black uniform polo ironed to perfection. While he sipped his coffee and scrolled on his phone, Aila logged in at the computer, then clipped a radio to the belt of her cargo pants.

“Have a good day, Tom.”

He grunted farewell.

Aila got along well with Tom.

Back into the budding dawn, a fog-muted sunrise filtered through leaves of eucalyptus and cypress. Aila’s path cut through a food court and past the endangered species carousel, a menagerie of prancing pegasi and snarling dragons. During a school trip in third grade, four of Aila’s classmates waged war over the coveted unicorn mount, ending in pulled hair and several detentions. She’d watched the skirmish from her lone perch on the carousel’s thunderhawk, safe in a cocoon of resin wings and electric blue paint.

Beyond the entrance attractions, the walkway branched into narrower arteries. At Aila’s passing, the yellow-finned caiman flicked open an eye, scales glittering with magnetized gold dust and tail dangling in his lounging pool. A pair of gilded swans honked a plea for handouts, trails of bioluminescence swirling the dark water in their wake. Ahead, a domed aviary rose from within the trees, panels of tempered glass ribbed with heat-resistant steel.

Aila’s heart soared with it.

She’d collected her first poster from the San Tamculo Zoo at eight years old, a stylized print of the most stunning creature in the world: the critically endangered Silimalo phoenix, ruby wings spread in flight, tail swirling into flame. The prized possession held a place of honor on her bedroom wall throughout high school. It traveled with her in a packed sedan to Sagecrest College, the premier zoological school in Movas, motivation as she crammed her way to a degree in magical animal science. The edges crinkled yellow on her cubicle wall as she finished her apprenticeship at the Fablewings Rescue Center across town, as she poured her heart into the San Tamculo Zoo job application, then sobbed like a wrung sponge when the offer letter arrived.

Now, phoenix keeper Aila floated to work each day like a dream, eyes sparkling on the glass of her aviary.

Her jungle trees and concrete paths.

Her flock of birds chittering at the dawn.

Head held high, she mounted the slope to the World of Birds aviary and twisted a key into the outer lock, crossed the antechamber, then pressed the inner door to start another wonderful day of—

Her shoulder stalled against the push bar.

She planted her boots and shoved, but the door refused to open. From the other side of the steel mesh came a wry cackle. She looked up, glare settling on a stocky gray archibird—one of the more mischievous species under her care—peering down at her from behind a wide-leaved vine. He tilted his head, a crest of azure feathers raised to a rakish angle.

“Ha, ha,” Aila said. “Very funny, Archie.”

He replied with a puffed chest and a throaty sound like a deflating rubber chicken.

Aila shoved the door again, attempting to dislodge whatever twigs Archie must have jammed into the lock. Archibirds, native to the tropical islands of the Naelo Archipelago, had been hunted to near extinction in the wild. Some days, she understood why their beleaguered human neighbors did it. The feathered fiends obsessed over gathering shiny jewelry, light bulbs, bolts out of car hubcaps.

With gritted teeth, Aila strained against the push bar until her shoulder ached. No rattle of dislodging sticks answered her efforts. She gripped the metal mesh, craning to see the prankster’s handiwork—then gaped at the glint of a metal rod jammed into the keyhole.

“Archie… you’d better not have torn apart your new enrichment item!”

She’d discovered the design for the swiveling mirror toy in a journal article, had labored over the construction in her free evenings for over a month. Fastening all the tiny pieces together with a soldering iron burned a couple of fingerprints off, but when she’d brought the toy in to work the day before, her reward had been Archie hopping and hooting like a mad bird.

Sneaky little con artist.

Above her, wings flapped. When Aila looked up, Archie froze on his perch, beady black eyes locked with hers. Another metal rod glinted in his beak.

The aviary had three entrances.

The moment Archie took flight, Aila set off at a sprint.

Her boots pounded concrete, frizzed auburn hair bouncing in her ponytail, backpack weighing her down like a turtle shell. The path around the aviaries curved past a slushie hut with a thatched roof and mannequin parrots, a garden of spiky cycad trees, several exhibits with animals locked in their overnight enclosures. Aila huffed up a flight of stairs and hit the aviary door at full force, fumbling for her key while the archibird landed against the inner screen.

“Don’t you fucking dare, Archie!”

Two exhibits over, a three-faced marmoset mimicked back, “Don’t you fucking dare, Archie!” followed by a whooping laugh.

Aila twisted the key in the lock. As she stumbled across the antechamber, Archie jammed the metal rod into the inner door, feet latched on to the mesh and body wrenching for torque. She hit the push bar and shoved as hard as her pale, skinny arms could muster.

It didn’t budge. With each shove, the metal rod rattled in the lock.

Aila slumped against the door. Inside, Archie hopped along the ground, his triumphant cackles drawing a flutter of other birds peeking from the canopy: the translucent wings and purple feathers of the pixie wrens, the judging white eyes of the screaming mynas. The interior of the aviary was humid, hot, dense with wide-leaved cecropia trees and pod-bearing tamarinds to model a more tropical forest. As Aila pressed her cheek to the mesh of the door, the tang of moist soil and treated water thick in her nose, Archie poked through to nibble her fingers.

Nice going, Aila. How was she supposed to be a world-class zookeeper if she couldn’t outsmart a single archibird? A single door?

“Aw, gee, Archie. You got me.” Aila snapped her fingers in defeat. Could the archibird understand her? Logic said no, but considering what ratio of her conversations occurred with animals, she had to believe they got something out of it.

She backed away from the door. Archie watched with head tilted, a confused rise to his crest. Feigning indifference, Aila slumped down the stairs and out of sight behind a screen of giant Renkailan reeds with feathery cream tips.

Stealth mode: activate.

As quietly as heavy work boots allowed, she snuck toward the third aviary door, shielding herself behind vegetation. She hopped through a garden of topiary pruned like flying birds. Flattened herself to a photo booth whose white LCD screen glowed eerily in the growing light.

The glass aviaries formed a central hub of the zoo, surrounded by sections themed after regions of the world. On this edge, the path cut through a forest of bamboo with stalks thicker than Aila’s arm, native to Fen, their neighbor across the mountains to the north-east. Food shops were painted in a smooth gray with red trim, the plaza shaded by wooden pergolas dripping purple and white wisteria, feeding onto a low stone bridge across a pond. Not a bad place to relax, sans the screaming children who’d flood the grounds in a few hours.

She approached the main exhibit—a maned dragon in her own dome of ever-flowering cherry trees. Though the enclosure limited the dragon’s ability to alter barometric pressure beyond the glass, a low fog clung to the ground, buckets of umbrellas on hand for any guests caught in an unexpected drizzle. In the plaza beside the exhibit, Aila ducked for cover within a giant replica dragon egg. The tourist trap consisted of jade resin, its hollow interior an invitation for tacky photos. Her nose wrinkled at the smell of shoes and stale waffle fries.

Peering past scratched graffiti and the informational placard, she could just see her aviary door around a curve in the path.

In the canopy, Archie fluttered to a perch, bobbing his head as he searched for her, another metal rod in his beak. Waiting for a witness to his scheme? Your love of theatrics will be your doom, my friend. If Aila could get the door unlocked before he noticed her—

“Morning, Aila!” came a cheerful voice behind her.

Aila yelped and banged her head on the roof of the egg. Hand pressed to her far-too-easily-startled heart, she spun a glare on her betrayer. The woman stood tall in a black keeper’s polo and work jeans, skin dark umber and hair gathered into a bun of slim braids beneath her cap, carrying a box of bird food pellets. Just Tanya. Aila slumped in relief. She’d have died from embarrassment if that gorgeous hunk of a dragon keeper found her skulking around his exhibits.

Or worse, that judgmental witch from the griffin show. Aila would never live it down.

“Shh.” She pressed a finger to her lips. “Not so loud!”

Tanya crouched beside Aila, balancing the box on her knees, ink-dark eyes scrunched to that patronizing angle reserved for misbehaving animals, obnoxious human visitors or, in this case, college roommates.

“What are we doing this morning, Ailes?” Tanya matched the conspiring tone.

“I need you to distract Archie.”

“Archie?” Tanya lifted a penciled brow. “You letting that bird push you around again?”

“He dismantled the new toy I built him!”

“Mm-hm.”

“Got the metal dowels loose somehow and jammed them into the doors! Do you know how long it took me to solder all those pieces?” Aila flexed her fingers, recalling the toil.

“You’re talking about that contraption with all the shiny metal bits?” Tanya clicked her tongue. “Girlie, what did I tell you when you brought that thing in here?”

Aila frowned and studied the squishy ground, a mat of recycled rubber dyed jade and gold to mimic maned dragon scales. A clever use of resources, though she could do without the smell of all the children who rolled around on—

“Ailes.”

“Right. Right! It was a bad idea. OK?” Aila slumped until her backpack hit the wall of the egg. “I just wanted to do something nice for him.” As much as Archie could be a little shit, he was her little shit. Who could say “no” to that adorable, scheming face?

Tanya grinned, amusement dancing on high cheeks. She booped Aila’s nose with a manicured blue nail. “Don’t you worry, Ailes. You know I’ve got you.”

She stood, her box of bird pellets rustling as she shuffled it back to a comfortable spot in her arms. As Tanya strutted down the path, she called out in a singsong voice, “Oh, what a lovely morning. And me, all alone with my big, exciting box of bird food! I hope there aren’t any devious archibirds lurking up in the trees.”

Aila grinned. She didn’t have many human friends—too shy in grade school, too bookish in high school, too much of a barely contained ball of anxiety in college (and most days thereafter). How she’d lucked into a friend as stellar as Tanya was a cosmic wonder.

Peeking around the egg, Aila spotted a flutter of wings in the aviary. Archie took the bait, off to get a closer look at Tanya and her box.

Time to strike.
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SORCERY AND SMALL MAGICS

The Wildersongs: Book One

by

Maiga Doocy

When two rival sorcerers are bound together by a curse and forced on a quest deep into the perilous forest to find a counterspell, they may find that magic is not the only thing pulling them together, in this enchanting tale from debut author Maiga Doocy.

Leovander Loveage is a master of small magics. He can summon butterflies with a song or turn someone’s hair pink by snapping his fingers. Anything more elaborate always blows up in his face, and so Leo vowed long ago never to use powerful magic again.

That is, until a mishap with a forbidden spell binds Leo to obey the commands of his longtime rival, Sebastian Grimm. The only thing they can agree on is that they need a counterspell, and fast.

Chasing rumors of a powerful sorcerer with a knack for undoing curses, Leo and Grimm enter the Unquiet Wood, a forest infested with murderous monsters and dangerous outlaws alike. To break the curse, they will have to uncover the true depths of Leo’s magic, set aside their rivalry, and—much to their horror—work together.

CHAPTER ONE

It was not my intention to cause mischief immediately upon arriving back at the Fount, despite what anyone else may tell you. And yet, by the time the night was over, I was drunk, my nose was bleeding, and Sebastian Grimm was furious with me.

It should be noted that only one of these things was unusual.

In order to understand these happenings, you must first understand the circumstances of my return to the Fount. Chiefly, that I was lucky to be there at all. My previous year of study had come to a close with an unfortunate incident involving a spell that caused one of my instructors to think she was a duck for a full hour, and no matter how much I argued that this was how the spell was supposed to work, no one seemed to agree that explanation made things better. I’d been allowed to come back, but it had involved quite a lot of hand-wringing and promises of good behavior (on my part), as well as some stern lectures and threats of immediate expulsion if I did not meet certain standards (on the part of the Fount’s academic board).

In short: I was on thin ice before even stepping foot on the Fount grounds.

The sun was setting as I passed through the city gates, and I delayed further by grabbing my violin case and hopping out of the carriage, directing the driver to deliver the rest of my belongings without me. (“Care of Agnes Quest, if you please. She’ll know where to put them.”)

The Fount was situated in the city of Luxe’s southern quarter, with towers of pale stone that rose high above the surrounding buildings and paper-choked depths that sank far below the city streets. Inside those walls existed a separate world that revolved entirely around magic and discipline. Not being in the mood to subject myself to either of those things a moment sooner than necessary, I veered off course and made my way to the boisterous streets of the northern quarter, where I proceeded to distract myself with music and cards and good company.

The night air was mild when I stumbled out onto the street hours later, summer still clinging to it. I decided to take the long way back in order to enjoy both the breeze and my last few moments of freedom. Despite that, I’m certain I would have reached the Fount gates before the midnight bell struck were it not for two factors:

One: I was slightly tipsy. Only slightly, but that was enough for me to be distracted by the moon, peeking out from between the building spires above me, and I took a wrong turn.

Two: I was followed by two of my companions from that night’s card table.

Perhaps they were upset by the amount of their coin I’d managed to walk away with, or perhaps the celebratory winner’s song I’d played whilst perched on top of the bar had rubbed them the wrong way. Who’s to say? Usually, I was better at spotting sore losers, but I’d entered the game already inebriated, which improved my opinion of most people.

I had just enough presence of mind to make a few quick turns and then scramble up a drainpipe before my followers could match my pace. Perhaps if I was a caster a more direct approach would have been possible, but there are two kinds of sorcerers: those who cast spells and those who write them. I was the latter—and not even an impressive scriver at that.

I held my breath as my two erstwhile gaming companions rounded the corner and looked around wildly.

“Lost him,” the man with the deep voice said.

“Well, we know where he’s going,” the woman replied. She wore tall red boots that I had complimented her on, back when we’d been friends an hour ago. “The Fount is back in session tomorrow, and only a sorcerer would be seen about town in one of those hideous coats.”

I bristled at this. My coat was midlength and black, with many pockets both on the outside and running along the inner lining. A sorcerer’s coat is a wonderful thing to have, with spells on the pockets so you could carry far more than the space should have allowed for and more magic woven into the fabric to keep the wearer cool in summer and warm in winter. I also thought it happened to be an unquestionably stylish piece of clothing and that I looked quite dashing in it.

My would-be robbers, unaware of my outrage, continued on in the direction of the Fount. Once their footsteps had faded, I pulled myself from the gutter and onto the roof proper. It wasn’t the first time I had avoided attention by scrambling over Luxe’s rooftops, and it was a faster (if more dangerous) route.

The journey went mostly without incident, though I did lose several minutes untangling my boot from a wash-line full of someone’s clothing. Nevertheless, when I finally caught sight of the Fount’s grand front gate, my followers were still nowhere in sight.

I shimmied down another drainpipe with more haste than grace, clutching my violin case awkwardly, then darted across the road. It wasn’t until I slid to a stop in front of the gate that I realized something that should have been clear to me from first glance—it was shut.

This was a fairly new development. Until recently, the Fount’s doors had been open all hours of the day, but the previous year a troop of Coterie members had gone rogue and broken into one of the library’s locked vaults, stealing an undisclosed number of extremely rare spells. Needless to say, security measures had been heightened in the wake of the robbery. These measures included closing the gates at midnight, as I now belatedly recalled.

I swore softly and looked over my shoulder.

“You missed the midnight bell by twenty minutes at least.”

The voice was flat, remarkable only for its deep tenor and the unmistakable disapproval lacing each word. I flinched in surprise and looked back toward the door just as a figure stepped forward from the collected gloom of the gate’s arch.

“Oh. Hello, Grimm,” I said with little enthusiasm.

Sebastian Grimm lived up to his name in every way imaginable, like a thundercloud in human form. His hair was a shockingly pale gray and had been that way even when we first met at seventeen. A permanent line of displeasure was etched between his dark brows, and his mouth had a habit of settling into a thin line, turning his expression sour. Or at least, that was the expression he wore whenever he caught sight of me.

Grimm’s usually immaculate sorcerer’s coat was covered in a thin layer of dust, and the indigo caster’s sash wrapped around his waist was creased. A bag hung from his shoulder, packed so tightly the seams were straining. It looked heavy. Grimm looked tired.

Grimm was always easiest to annoy when he was tired, and I have always been unable to resist low-hanging fruit.

I shook my head and made a tutting sound with my tongue. “Sebastian Grimm, out cavorting the night before our final tier commences. What is the world coming to?”

Grimm’s lips tugged down at the corners. “My return was delayed when a stream decided to forge itself a new path directly across one of the main roads. It took the Coterie nearly two hours to spell it back in place.” He gave me a once-over, making note of my rumpled clothes and flushed face. “What’s your excuse?”

“Lost track of time,” I said, and winked for good measure. “What are you waiting here for?”

Grimm looked down his nose at me like I was a particularly stupid bug he was thinking about stepping on. “No one answered when I knocked.”

I laughed. “Do you mean to say, in nearly five years of attending the Fount, you’ve never bothered to find another way in besides the front gate?”

Grimm, tellingly, said nothing. It was not so surprising, considering what I knew of his habits. No reveling with friends in the streets of Luxe for Sebastian Grimm. I could not imagine he had ever found himself in a situation that demanded sneaking back into the Fount after hours.

It was tempting, very tempting, to turn around and leave him there without another word. It’s undoubtedly what Grimm would have done to me, had our positions been reversed. But I couldn’t help but think what would happen if my pursuers arrived and found Grimm outside the gate instead of me. I wasn’t concerned for his safety, understand, but the last thing I needed was for Grimm to discover I’d been gambling. I was sure he’d be only too eager to share my transgressions with the Fount’s board of sorcerers, and I’d already received a very clearly worded letter from them detailing exactly what would happen if I so much as thought about breaking a rule this year.

I sighed heavily. “Come along, then. Or do you intend to sleep in the dust of the street tonight, simply to avoid following me?”

Then I turned on my heel and started walking, not bothering to wait for an answer.

After a moment I was rewarded by the sound of Grimm’s footsteps, leaving the gate to trail reluctantly after me down the road.
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Around the eastern side of the Fount, there is a particularly pretty stretch of wall where trees border the walkway and their branches stretch up and outward, leaning over to kiss leaves with the trees overflowing from the Fount’s garden within. By day, this area is a popular place to stroll because of the shade and the view. By night, it’s the perfect place to sneak over the wall, making use of the natural handholds provided by greenery.

There were, of course, spells in place to prevent outsiders from doing this, but Grimm and I were not outsiders; we were simply residents resorting to inconvenient measures. I’d climbed these trees many times on my own since the midnight bell’s implementation, when I’d been unwilling to let the Fount’s rules deprive me of a full night of fun.

“There’s no need to climb with me here,” Grimm said impatiently, once I’d explained this. “A lightfoot charm will see us over the wall easily.” He looked at me expectantly.

“Oh,” I said, surprised. “You want me to write it?”

“It’s only a charm, Loveage,” Grimm said. “You should be capable of that much, yes?”

Yes, I could write charms. Cantrips too. I could even transcribe other scrivers’ Grandmagic spells without issue. It was when I wrote my own that things went wrong—that was what Grimm was hinting at. Grandmagic had a habit of turning out so poorly for me that I avoided writing it altogether. My last brush with it had been an accident in second tier, when I’d unintentionally written a wind spell with a bit too much power built into it. The demonstration of said spell had destroyed an entire classroom, knocked one person out a first-story window (Grimm), and resulted in the cracking of three ribs (my own). This had earned me a bit of a reputation, as well as a fair amount of laughter and whispers behind my back. A Fount-trained scriver who couldn’t write Grandmagic? What was the point?

I had said something very similar to my father when he insisted I enroll. In fact, I believe my exact words were “Why would I want to spend five years as a laughingstock?” I’d been considered a scriving prodigy when I was young, but that talent had withered on the vine. I’d held more promise as a child than I ever would again, but my father had yet to accept this.

“You’ve had a place at the Fount since you were born,” he’d said.

“Well, I don’t want it,” I told him, which had led to a week of heated arguments and ended with him making it clear that, if I didn’t attend the Fount and become a fifth-tier sorcerer like my older brother had, I could kiss my portion of the inheritance goodbye. The money, the title, the land holdings, all of it.

I didn’t much like to think about that confrontation, but sometimes my father’s parting words still echoed in my ears.

You will learn to control your magic and your attitude and become a fully trained sorcerer, or you will become nothing at all.

After four years at the Fount, I rather thought my father had overlooked the possibility that I could become a fully trained sorcerer and still amount to nothing at all. But Grimm was right; I could write charms, at least.

I reached into my pocket to retrieve paper and quill. The words of the lightfoot charm Grimm mentioned were lost to me—I was shit at memorization—but it was the work of a moment to come up with my own version of the spell, combining what words in the old language I remembered with a few more I found fitting. When it was done, I blew the ink dry and handed the spell to Grimm.

“Your penmanship is awful” was the first thing he said. There was plenty of light from the street for him to read by, so I thought the show he made of squinting and frowning down at the paper was a bit much. “This is incorrect.”

“It’s not,” I said. “I just couldn’t remember the words to the lightfoot spell so I wrote my own. It should work the same. Mostly.”

Grimm stared at me. “Surely you’ve memorized something as basic as that by now?”

I shrugged. “Didn’t stick.”

Grimm looked horrified by this admission. He took ages reading over the spell again, probably searching it for traps. This was insulting but perhaps not entirely unwarranted. Grimm and I had been collecting grievances against each other since first tier, like honey catches flies. I’d once tricked him into casting a charm that turned his pale hair a delightful shade of pink. I’d thought it rather fetching, but he vehemently disagreed. That incident had been the launching point for the enmity that had stuck like a thorn between us ever since.

Once he’d assured himself the spell was as I said, Grimm motioned me closer and gingerly grabbed my left arm with one hand. With the other, he held the spell paper between thumb and forefinger and began to cast. His brow furrowed in concentration. Smoke gathered in his hand and rose up into the air as magic ate the words I’d written, burning away the paper as it went. He didn’t even have to speak the words of the spell aloud.

I will passionately deny admitting this if asked, but Grimm is a brilliant caster. Most sorcerers can’t cast silently, but he did it as a matter of course. If he’d been even a little bit better-natured, this kind of careless display of power might have been attractive. As it was, I found Grimm about as appealing as the austere marble statues that graced the Fount’s hallways—just as haughty and twice as cold. Most of our tiermates disagreed with me on that front. Grimm had plenty of admirers who were willing to overlook his personality in favor of his talent. Little good it did them. Grimm had just given more attention to studying my spell than I’d seen him devote to any of his followers over the years.

The paper wasn’t even completely finished burning when Grimm tugged me forward and our feet left the ground. This spell was undoubtedly more exciting than a lightfoot charm, which floated you upward with all the urgency of dandelion fluff drifting on a light breeze. My version hit with the same adrenaline as a gutless drop, only in reverse. A sort of falling upward, if you like. We had nearly cleared the wall when Grimm’s free hand shot out and grabbed the nearest tree limb, halting our progress before we could descend on the other side. I was hardly tipsy anymore, but our landing was awkward enough that only Grimm’s unsteady grip on my arm kept me from tumbling down. I wobbled on top of the wall like a toddler, laughing and giddy, buzzing from the rush.
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